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For my family, no matter what struggles await us, we 
face them together. 
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ONE 


The concrete pillar the boy leaned against kept his back cold as the warm 
night air brushed against his cheeks. With the sun setting, the sky gleamed 
hues of pink and yellow. Propping the notebook on his knees, he looked 
over the scribbles and doodles on the pages. Among the chicken scratch lay 
no discernible sentences, only a title he was erasing. He flung his pen above 
his head several times before dropping it at the sound of approaching 
footsteps. Ian readied the stopwatch in hand as he locked onto his sister’s 
feet as they approached her self-imposed finish line. 

“Time,” he said, pressing the stop button as she crossed in front of 
him. 

She heaved and hoed for a second, before propping herself upright 
to commence pacing. “What was it, Ian?” she struggled to get the words out 
between her deep exhales. 

“Twelve thirty-six.” 

“So, six eighteen per mile on average... though, the one back felt a 
lot faster.” 

What is this girl, a freaking calculator? I know its simple math, but 
with how fast she spit that out, she has to be a machine. 

Citrus brought two fingers to her neck, making sure her heart rate 
slowed enough before relaxing. She walked up to Ian and bonked her head 
against his, looking down at his notebook. His sister reeked of sweat, but 
her warm breath balanced it with fresh mint. 

“Still nothing?” she remarked, giving a face that Ian could only feel 
was her usual supportive one. It was that kind of lip gesture that a mother 
would give a child as she watched them eat ice cream after losing their 
soccer game. “I’d ask if you wanted my advice, but I have your answer 
locked inside my noggin.” 

Ian sighed, feeling bad for repeatedly shooting her down. She 
always had good intentions. “I just don’t want my writing to mimic yours, 
sis.” 


“Oh! But see, That’s the beautiful thing about writing, little bro.” 
She sat down next to him, throwing her arm over his shoulder. “You could 
read every single one of my books, and no matter how close your style got 
to mine, you’d still have your own little voice swimming around in those 
words.” 

He leaned his head against hers, the black hairs of her ponytail 
tickling his neck as their strains intermingled. This was her go-to method 
for getting him to calm down as a child, but it brought back that comfort 
even now, the two of them adults. 

“Plus,” she stood up next to him, stretching and cracking whichever 
bones she could flex enough to do so. “You’re only twenty-three. You have 
your whooole life ahead of you! Unless of course, you drew the short end of 
the stick. But who knows, right?” 

Nice recovery sis. Your sense of humor never seems to surprise me. 
Plus, that’s simple advice for you to give; accomplishing so much and 
you re only twenty-six. 

Continuing her stretches, Citrus got ready for another go. Her 
continued vigor surprised Ian. She never ran this late, and it wasn’t like 
he’d get any benefit from staying out. There weren’t any lights lining the 
asphalt bike trail they were on, and the bridge they were under is so high 
up, no lamps lit the lines of his pages. 

“You’re not going again, are you? It’s pretty late already.” 

“Well, the charity race is right around the corner. You know me, 
gotta get that first place!” Citrus stuck her tongue out at him. 

Ian wasn’t sure if she knew the discomfort she was going to be 
causing him as he sat there and waited for her return. He brushed his head 
against the concrete pillar and picked the water bottle up, tossing it at her. 
She raised it, draining it of its contents, at first hydrating, but then 
drenching herself in the rest. Throwing the water bottle back at him, he 
picked up the stopwatch, reset it, then waited. 

“You ready? You set?” She pranced back and forth as a fighter 
would do to stay loose, but he thought this was more of a way to hype 
herself up. “Go.” 

She took off from him, stride perfected, pace overexuberant, but 
that’s just how the clock in her head ticked. He watched as her image faded 
behind the bend of trees down the way before turning back to his spiral pad. 


Why cant I think of anything? 

This thought seemed to return and stay the entire duration Citrus 
would leave him alone, and it was nagging. He ran his hands up through his 
hair and scratched his skull, just trying to shake some ideas out. The night 
wind suddenly picked up, breezing past his ears. But as it carried on, the 
whistling sounded more akin to screaming. Pushing himself off the wall, he 
scanned the area. There was no one, not a single soul, but the screaming 
grew louder. 

Ian stood on the path looking as far down as he could, seeing if there 
was any sign of his sister. The screaming made his ears ring. His head hurt. 
He tried to deafen the sound with his hands while continuing to watch. But 
then, a body... a body spawned in front of him, as fast as a bolt of lightning 
striking. One moment, he observed this blink in shock and horror. The next 
moment, blood and meat shot up from below him, his vision blinded by the 
color red. 

There was a sickly feeling growing within. He was hesitant to even 
move, but the burning sensation resonating from his eyes burned too much. 
Blinking several times, he wiped away every wet sensation he could feel 
running down his face. Pure viscera was all he could see sprawled all over 
the pavement. Head, body, arms, legs, chunks of them all were discernible, 
but in fragments. Ian fell to the ground, the back of his pants now soaking 
up the spreading human liquid. 

The pits of his stomach twisted, and partially digested food passed 
through his throat. Vomit spewed out onto the grass behind him, his stance 
now seeming that of a dog on all fours. He smeared the blood from the 
backs and fronts of his hands in the grass, then cleared the remaining mucus 
lingering from his lips. Ian had to do something, anything to make this 
right. He didn’t have his phone. The boy never did when he focused on 
writing. But he could wave down someone, anyone passing by a nearby 
street. Turning over onto his butt once more, he knew he’d have to lay 
witness to the corpse again. But instead of his vision meeting the lifeless 
body, a pair of pearl-white legs stood before him. 

Ian slowly panned his vision up. A bloodied tank top and jean shorts 
accompanied emerald green eyes and short snow-white hair. The processing 
power of his brain couldn’t comprehend what was happening. He was 
speechless, breathless even. Though he found himself using those words in 


a more literal sense as the woman crouched down on top of him, wrapping 
her fingers around his neck. 

“Wait...” he struggled to get even that one word out as he latched 
onto the girl’s fingers, attempting to pry them off. He reached up for her 
arms, chest, face, anything he could, but he was nowhere near as athletic as 
Citrus was. The memories of him sitting on the couch watching television 
as his sister worked out behind him filled his slowly fading mind. His arms 
fell loose, hitting the ground as if the mysterious woman siphoned all the 
strength from them. But a cold, sharp sensation under his arm awoke him. 

Ian latched onto a large rock and connected it to the temple of her 
head. The girl fell beside him motionless, as blood ran from the gash. The 
oxygen of life filled his lungs repeatedly as he contemplated the near-death 
experience he just faced. But he knew he needed to remain attentive. So he 
sat up, looking down at the girl, the hole he made now visible to him. Or at 
least for a moment. Before his very eyes, he watched as the wound healed 
without a trace. 

Ian sat and looked over the unmoving girl until Citrus’s footsteps 
approached. Her pace slowed as she stumbled up to the large pool of blood 
left behind from the impact. She took a glance over at the girl, then up to 
Ian, but the look in his eyes told an obvious message. He didn’t know what 
the hell was going on. 


TWO 


The memory of these events replayed themselves like a sentient VCR; 
rewinding the tape to the beginning every time the reel ended. Ian twisted 
and turned in a sweat-drenched sleep. The cushions of the old inherited 
spring couch were on the brink of crumbling from absorbing the moisture. 
Moans and mutters littered the living room as he’d jump out of 
unconsciousness, only to close his eyes and return to sleep without a 
struggle. 

But now, the sun shimmered in through the white lace curtains 
covering the captain’s window in the dining quarters. And from that room, 
the rays would reflect perfectly off an angled picture frame, lighting up 
Ian’s closed eyelids every day. The image archived a moment of Ian, Citrus, 
and their late dog, Hershey. He was a beautiful border collie who they had 
put down because of cancer. Ian would lay the frame face down each day, 
but it always seemed to find its way back up the next morning. Citrus would 
conjure such a scheme. But whatever her intention, whether a prank or a 
provisional alarm clock, she never admitted to any of his accusations. 

As he did each morning, he’d turn over to avoid the light, letting it 
shine onto his back. But he suffered the same results each time. He was 
fully awake. Citrus had been waking him like this for some time and his 
body was hard-coded to the new schedule. Even on days when stratus 
clouds covered the skies; blocking the sun from providing any of its natural 
benefits, he’d awake, like clockwork. Rolling himself onto the carpeted 
floor, Ian sat, trying to remember what day of the week it was. Today was 
Tuesday, and nothing of any interest ever seemed to happen on Tuesdays. 
They were the kind of days Ian found most enjoyable. 

His legs struggled to stiffen, but when they did, he stood steady, 
cracking his toes. It was a meditative practice for him, a wake-up ritual of 
sorts. He made his daily trek around the couch, through the dining room, 
and into the small kitchen. The laminate flooring mimicked the style of tile 
but was much easier to install. One direction connected to the central hall 
and the other way stepped down to the front door. But as his front foot 


transitioned from the warm carpeted dining room floor to the icy blue 
laminate one, he glanced up to a surprise. A shockingly disturbing one. 

There sat Citrus with her black writing glasses, in her usual spot on 
the left side of the kitchen table with her favorite, “Best Sister Ever,” mug 
he’d gotten her for Christmas several years ago. But diagonal from her, 
sitting with her back towards him in that familiar bloodied white tank top, 
was a Short white-haired girl casually talking to Citrus. She sat crossed leg 
in the brown wooden chair, flipping her hand around as she talked, while 
holding onto her own mug of coffee with the other. Citrus was already 
looking up at the motionless Ian, but it took a moment before the girl 
noticed. Turning her head, she peeked at his sister’s observation. 

“Y...y...you!” He jutted out his finger in her direction as if he were 
some kind of ace attorney. Not only his finger, or his hand, but his entire 
arm shook as he locked sights on the girl’s green iris. Her brow furrowed, 
her glance shot daggers, and his sister wasn’t acknowledging any of it. She 
just sat there with that dumb, humility-filled smile she always wore when 
introducing him to one of her friends. The goal was always the same. She 
aimed for her acquaintances to become shared among the siblings, and this 
felt no different. 

“Tan, this is Diana!” Citrus waved her hand so casually in the girl’s 
direction, as if she’d known her for ages and was only just now 
coincidentally introducing two of her long-time friends. “Diana. My 
brother, Ian.” 

“Hi, Ian. It’s nice to meet you.” Diana swung her legs out from 
under her, turning around in the chair to face him properly. The girl’s bangs 
dangled ever so slightly into her line of sight, but it didn’t seem to bother 
her as she didn’t move them. 

Ian was astonished, upset even at the fact that not only was this girl 
sitting in the same house as him, but that she addressed him so casually. He 
took a step back out of the kitchen. If she was going to make another 
attempt on his life, he was going to be ready for it. 

But as he prepared himself, he noticed that the girls were the ones 
who seemed confused, but why? Diana attacked him, strangled him, and 
now his sister joined her in looking at him as if he were the strange one. 
Then it hit him. Not only did this girl, Diana, attack him, but she also died... 
twice. And they still looked at him as if he were a madman! 


{?? 


“Are you okay, Ian? You’re looking a little pale?” Citrus said. She 
wore a concerned look as she hurried for a glass of water. 

“No!” He shouted. He immediately covered his mouth, but he’d 
seen that he already startled the two of them. “I mean, I’m fine. Just a little 
worn out, I guess.” 

“Oh, okay.” The both of them seemed to accept that answer so 
gracefully, the two of them glancing at each other and giggling like 
gossiping school girls. “You crashed on the way home before we’d even 
gotten you to the car. If not for Diana here, I would have left you in the 
back seat to sleep. I felt so bad sending her home at that hour, so I asked her 
to stay the night. Safe to say, neither of us slept.” 

She wasn’t kidding. The bottom of her black frames hid the bags 
under her eyes, but Diana’s were clearly visible. He mauled over her words 
concerning the string of events that happened last night, and as he did, he 
glanced down at his clothes before lifting his shirt to his nose. Sure enough, 
he reeked of musk and blood. Shooting a glance at the two of them once 
more, he loosened his lips, but sudden relief calmed him, as the same face 
of embarrassment struck them the same. 

“Now that I think about it, Diana, would you like to borrow some of 
my clothes and use our shower? [Il throw a load of laundry on. I have a 
killer recipe for getting any stains out.” 

“No! I couldn’t impose any more than I already have!” 

“Nonsense. It’s the least we can do after everything you’ve done for 
us.” 

“Are you sure it’s okay?” The girl tucked her head, twiddling some 
of her hairs with her fingers. To him, it genuinely seemed like viewed 
herself as a burden, which, for him, he knew she was. 

“Yes, of course!” Citrus turned to Ian, still standing at a distance. 
“Would you mind taking her upstairs and showing her where the shower is? 
I'll bring up some clothes after she’s done, but don’t forget to grab her a 
towel, okay?” 

Of course, it was too late to object. The girl had already taken off 
from her seating, seeming gleeful to freshen up. Diana’s aura changed 
drastically, from the terrorizing face she’d scarred him with, to a playful and 
energetic one. Quite childlike at that moment. Instead of following her, he 
nervously took the long way, stumbling to and through the living room into 


the same hall that connected to the kitchen, and made his way up the 
carpeted steps, with Diana tagging along. 


© o + 


The upstairs of Citrus’s home was nothing out of the ordinary; at 
least compared to the insides of any other household. Turning the corner 
after finishing the first flight of stairs, there were more, but this set ended in 
a hall at its top. Of course, this wasn’t the last step of the entire residence. 
Immediately to their left was an eerie-looking door with paint chipping off 
of it that led to the attic. Continuing along the wall in that direction sat a 
lifeless room with an unused mattress in it, and this wasn’t the only one. A 
total of three bedrooms resided under the roof, but only one of them had 
daily use, Citrus’s room. Why she’d looked on the market for a house with 
so many sleeping quarters, Ian hadn’t a clue. 

Ian expected his sister had planned for roommates at some point if 
she ever got lonely carrying on day after day on her books. Made sense. She 
hinted at harboring a fear of dying alone and no one finding her body for 
weeks. But there was always the humbling thought that she wanted a 
family; a large tribe spilling into and out of each room. Ian wasn’t sure of 
the correct assessment, but all he knew was that Citrus seemed happy 
enough with the way things were, at least for now. But the last room on the 
second floor, aside from the two closets, was the bathroom. It was the last 
door on the left and their current destination. 

Peeking over his shoulder, Ian picked up his pace once he realized 
his pursuer was just a bit too close. Once he reached the end, he parked 
himself across the hall, leaning against Citrus’s bedroom door. As Diana 
approached, she stole a glance at him before noticing the bathroom mirror 
through the cracked opening. 

“Ah! Finally!” She darted in, calming herself before nudging the 
door out of her way. 

She 5 okay with crushing a windpipe, but draws the line at slamming 
doors? 

The girl pushed herself up on her tiptoes leaning against the vanity 
below the large rectangle hanging mirror. It seemed she measured in at 


about five foot four inches if not a little less. His palm connected with his 
face as he pondered how such a small, petite person managed to pin him. 

Diana pulled and twisted her bangs for a few moments before 
crouching down to dig through the drawers and cabinets. 

What the heck is she— 

“Um, Ian,” she said, turning to him. The color pink filled her cheeks 
as she nervously poked the tips of her index fingers together. “Where are 
the towels?” 

Speculation impaired his thinking, but once he’d realized that she’d 
spoken to him, he too blushed, though he regretted letting the enemy fluster 
him. He swung open a cabinet harder than he intended, grabbed the first 
cloth he could properly latch onto, and fumbled it at her feet. Diana picked 
the towel up, but instead of immediately slamming the door to take care of 
her needs, she continued to stand there. There was this anxious look on her 
face as she observed different parts of the hall, then looked up at him. It was 
obvious whatever she was planning to say shook her up. 

“Thank you.” A flustered eep popped out with her words, then the 
expected shutting of the door finally came to fruition. Standing there 
stunned for a moment, he made the realization that a girl he knew to be so 
violent could be so unbelievably adorable. Instead of physically pacing, he 
instead acted upon it in the emptiness of his head. 

Whats going on? Is it all an act? Was it all a dream? Was this still a 
dream? Is existence just a simulation? 

Back and forth, his imaginary self swayed in his internal white 
canvas. He never knew if it was normal to think out things like this, but he 
never wanted to embarrass himself by asking. Coming to his senses, he 
rattled his head harshly, as if he’d just awoken from a daze. Noticing he was 
still in front of the door, he stepped back. It was something he knew he 
should have done initially so as to not be accused of creeping. But as he did, 
the creaky nickel-colored hinges echoed around the room. 

“Um... lan?” The pleading girl’s face peeked around the corner of 
the partially opened door, fingers clasping onto its side. Immediately, he felt 
the blood rush down to his toes and back up to his head, pumping through 
every part in between. Queasiness overtook him, but not the sickening 
stomach ache that preceded a dreadful night of medicine and expelling 


vomit. No, this was the sickening sensation of infatuation. What he 
considered the beginning signs of one of the seven deadly sins: lust. 

Stuttering and stuttering hard, his voice tripped over every letter he 
tried to sound out. 

“Can you... show me how the shower works?” 

Alas, ’twas a reasonable question. No need for stress. This house 
was old, and when Citrus bought it, she updated nothing. She may be an 
extremely successful author, but she’s also incredibly frugal. That’s why 
this house seemed like something an old retired couple would own rather 
than a celebrity’s mansion. Other than protecting anonymity by living in 
such a low-profile home, it was also a bargain. Stigmatized. Bodies were 
found in the walls of the basement years ago. Citrus never told him the 
details. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. 

Even so, Ian wasn’t sure how hard figuring out an old-time shower 
spigot could be. Sure, it was an unusual model where you had to push it in 
before turning it to your desired temperature, but not difficult. It conflicted 
him. Maybe he was being too rash to assume the things he was familiar 
with meant others would have an equivalent perception. If his sister knew 
he was thinking in such ways, she would bonk him with a newspaper while 
she nagged on about how he needed to open his eyes to the world. All the 
while framing it as another lesson towards making him a better writer. 

Ian took the first step back towards the bathroom door, then another. 
With each step, he grew more distracted at the thought of seeing any 
desirable or even undesirable part of Diana’s body. But even that wouldn’t 
allow him to forget about what she did. He approached the door, and Diana 
backed up. Now her reflection was visible in that bathroom mirror she was 
so excited about. The sensation of passing out there on the spot tickled his 
brain but ultimately receded when he noticed the bathroom towel covering 
her. His nerves calmed as he entered, but the same couldn’t be said for 
Diana. The girl trembled as she kept her eyes locked on the floor as he 
passed. 

Pulling back the vinyl shower curtain, the plastic rings gliding 
against the rod, he reached in to turn the knob to what he considered the 
perfect temperature. But when Ian shoved the knob, the knob refused to 
move. Tracing the base of the valve, he felt something obstructing the 


intended motion of the object. A cluster of cotton ear picks. Suspicious, but 
he cleared it without hesitation, after which he started the shower. 

But suddenly, a breeze brushed against his back. Ian thought it 
impossible with this room being without windows, but he thought nothing 
ill of it. He just had to get out. This, however, wasn’t going to happen. As 
he turned, Diana tackled him into the large tub base, water now falling onto 
both of them. He was thankful for not being injured in this sudden event, 
but he felt that may change as he watched the naked Diana sitting on top of 
him with a kitchen knife in hand. 

The emotions of terror and arousal battled within him. The pair of 
breasts in front of him were flatter than most he’d seen in the many years of 
porn, but he still appreciated the size. Her waist was not the toned hourglass 
figure that most guys fawned over, but it still resembled the shape. The 
sprinkling water raining down on her hair flattened it out from its naturally 
risen state, but the white strands seemed to glisten like streaks of shooting 
stars as they reflected the fluorescent bathroom lighting. And those 
beautiful emerald eyes, with what seemed to him was anger and ill intent, 
finally pierced his heart. 

I really hope this doesn t awaken any disturbing kinks inside of me. 

Though he felt he wouldn’t have to worry about that for long as she 
swung the knife down in his direction. His eyes slammed shut out of fear 
for what came next, but it surprised him to find that there was no pain. The 
shutters of his eyes crept open, only to be baffled at the standing situation. 
Her hands remained clasped onto the knife, but now it jutted out from her 
own stomach. Even an uneducated bystander could determine that she just 
pierced her intestines. Diana kept her eyes locked on him, not with a look of 
anger, but a pleading one as her consciousness seemed to fade. 

“Help me,” she murmured with her last bit of breath before 
collapsing beside him. He lay there, speechless, motionless, not sure when 
or even if he should move. 

Then heavy footsteps flew up the hallway stairs and charged in their 
direction. “Are you okay?” Citrus flung herself around the door now 
standing exasperated in the frame. She stared for a moment, before 
commencing her breathing exercises. After calming, she looked up with a 
relieved face. “I guess she told you, huh?” 


THREE 


Citrus washed the unconscious girl’s body, thoroughly dried her with a 
towel, and dressed her in a pair of clothes she promised to lend the woman. 
The black t-shirt and sporty short shorts were quite loose on the narrow 
frame, but they covered the essentials, even if it was too late since he had 
them ingrained in his memory. Ian carried Diana by her armpits whilst 
Citrus held her by the waist. They moved the girl to the spare bedroom next 
door, laying her atop the mattress. They covered her with the quilted 
blanket their grandmother gave Citrus after winning an outstanding author’s 
award. Diana seemed a bit too cold not to cover her up. Citrus sat on the 
bed tending to the girl, brushing her white hair behind her ears. 

“You should go get that much-needed shower. P11 make us some 
coffee.” His sister sat there, staring at the girl’s motionless face as if to 
obsess over it in a sense. Maybe she was just happy to have someone else in 
her life besides him. 

Ian nodded and made his way down the steps. He dug through a 
trash bag of the clean clothes he had stored in the back room. The thought 
crossed his mind to sport his black King Crimson band shirt, but did he 
want Diana to learn anything more about him? 

One thing he didn’t like about taking showers, the thing that brought 
on his infrequent panic attacks, was the loneliness that allowed him to 
think. Some people used this to their advantage, staying in the shower as 
long as the hot water lasted, straightening their thoughts, or creating new 
ones. But not Ian Debole. Usually, he’d race in, wash in just a few minutes, 
and jump out, even going so far as to time himself. His quickest was two 
minutes and two seconds, and he was proud of that achievement. However, 
he made the mistake of telling a friend in high-school once. Soon after that 
person, as well as their friends, weren’t Ian’s friends anymore. 

But in this instance, that sensation never arose. No, he needed time 
to think, just a few minutes to process what his life had become in the last 
twenty-four hours. His mind was on everything besides the anxiety of being 
alone in the shower. He’d recalled each of the events involving that girl 


multiple times, the explosion of blood, the resurrection, and casual coffee 
with his sister. None of it made sense. She had just killed herself on top of 
him with a dull kitchen knife. 

Even if she could come back to life, that had to hurt like shit. He 
thought, reassuring himself of his sanity. The muscles in his cheeks tighten 
to a horrific look. Covering his face, he looked through the gaps in his 
fingers, trying to hold in a scream. 

How’d she do that? 

After every last drop of hot water connected with his body, his effort 
to get out of the shower felt lackluster. He looked around for a towel, 
realizing he hadn’t nabbed one. This wasn’t the first time this happened, 
and it surely wouldn’t be the last. But he had no choice. Yelling for Citrus 
was his only option. It had occurred that his actions now mimicked Diana’s 
as he peeked out of the wedged door. 

“Forgot a towel with all the excitement, didn’t you?” she snickered, 
walking out of the temporary recovery ward. She walked to the closet 
across the hall. “I’ve told you before, you can walk out and grab it 
yourself.” 

“And take the risk of getting spied on by peeping Tina? No thanks.” 

“Oh come on, I walk around here with just a towel on all the time 
and you never have anything to say about it.” She flipped the folded towel 
at his hand, making him struggle to catch it. 

“Yeah? It’s because I’m so dumbfounded that your morals would 
allow you to just strut around like that in front of people!” 

“We’re family. It shouldn’t matter! Plus, if the moral police busted 
down the door tomorrow, there’s nothing they could do about the almighty! 
My house, my rules, jive?” his face embodied the phrase “like you’d get 
away with that.” He gently shut the door with the towel in his possession 
and got to work. He dried his hair, then his face, all the way down to his 
feet, patting everything on the route down. 

After dressing, he reached for the door handle and turned it, or at 
least, tried to, but it didn’t budge. He tried again, but not an inch. It was just 
an assumption, but his loving sister was probably holding the door handle. 

“Citrus,” he let out a painful sigh. The roadblocks of the day are 
unrelenting. “Are you holding the knob?” 


“Yes,” she said. It sounded like she was pointing at the sky with her 
nose, but it soon fell to tensity. “Yes, I am.” 

“Why?” Ian asked, juddering the handle. “Can’t you just let me go 
downstairs and rest for a bit?” 

“What all did she tell you, Ian?” 

He couldn’t even comprehend why she was asking him this now. He 
raised his hand, rubbing his shoulder in wonderment. “She didn’t really say 
anything. She cut herself and asked for help. Nothing but cutesy bits before 
that.” 

She sighed, not only releasing the door handle but swinging the door 
open herself. Standing there on the other side, her eyes deadlocked into his. 
Her hands fixated on her hips as if he’d disappointed her. But then again, 
she seemed contemplative, not disgruntled. Sighing again, she ran her 
fingers through her hair. The snapping sound of her unkempt tangles 
accumulated during her run the night before agitated him for the first time. 

“This might sound weird, but after everything that’s happened, you 
really shouldn’t feel surprised any further.” The motions of her hands 
waved with meticulous detail. Some were grandiose, others minuscule. But 
no matter the movement, it all gave a particular message. It was to inform 
him of how screwed up this whole mess was about to get. “Have you ever 
heard of a witch doctor, voodoo, puppet master, any of those?” 

Thinking for a moment, he confirmed to himself that he had heard 
of all her examples at one point or another. Although he wasn’t entirely sure 
of their exact definitions. He shook his head. She, of course, didn’t 
appreciate this gesture. 

“ Ninety-nine books.” 

“Ninety-nine?!” His disapproving tone met with a swift end as his 
sister reached over and snatched up a small stack of loose-leaf paper. 
Rolling up the pieces, she swung the blunt object, aligning it with the tip of 
his nose. Ian knew a quark of Citrus was having random sheets of paper 
lying on stands around the house. Randomly, she’d rip a page off the top 
and scribble something down, whether it was shopping-related or an idea 
for a book. But now, it almost felt like their true purpose was as a 
disciplinary weapon meant just for him. Getting down on his knees, he 
initiated his tear ducts in a last-ditch effort to beg for both forgiveness and 
mercy on her sentencing. 


“If you can’t tell me the exact definition of any of those three words, 
you get ninety-nine books, thirty-three for each. PII make you a better 
writer yet.” 

She s devoid of mercy! 

He regained his stance, disappointed and silent. Accepting his 
punishment, he felt it best to just listen with his ear open to the lesson. 

“Now these three terms, witch doctor, voodoo, and puppet master, 
don’t describe her situation exactly. But they’re fairly close. Our new guest, 
Diana, described a particular person of interest as a leech. Someone who 
curses people to consume their emotions, fears, and so on. That individual 
seems to have performed some sort of ritual or seance on her. With the 
successful execution of this stranger attaching an entity to Diana, it’s 
granted the poor girl the power of everlasting life.” 

Everything she was informing him took him back. If it were all true, 
that’d explain each thing that rattled him so harshly, at least everything 
except the constricting of his windpipe. He thought about it intensely before 
realizing something. A power like that could be kind of cool. “Wouldn’t that 
be a blessing, not a curse?” 

No response came from his sister, other than a disappointing shake 
of her head. It was clear he had a lack of knowledge of the subjects she was 
trying to throw at him. He figured it would be some sort of superpower, but 
maybe it was an ability best saved for masochists. And Ian knew she didn’t 
derive any sort of pleasure from those types of experiences. On the contrary, 
she hated pain, loathed it even, but then again, what sane person didn’t? 

“No, because there’s a caveat to this process you may see as a favor 
from the gods. You see... Diana has to kill herself at least once every day 
before midnight strikes in whatever part of the world she may find herself 
in at the time.” Even without interruption from him, she clarified. “Yes, if 
she took a plane from an eastern time zone state after midnight and landed 
in a central time zone state, she’d have to kill herself twice within an hour.’ 

Citrus thought of everything. She always had. But she never 
divulged any of her deduction procedures. True to form, she was a 
spokesperson for the movement of figuring things out for yourself. 

“But why?” He insisted. 

“Well, that’s part of the trade-off. If she doesn’t end her life by 
midnight, every night, she experiences, and I’m just wording it the way she 
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did, the last century of every person’s death that happened... in rapid 
succession... over an eight-hour sleep period.” 

The details, the images. Once they’d all processed, it horrified him 
to his core. Ian felt sick. Pain shot across his gut. Immediate depression 
overcame him, engulfing his entire body in regret on Diana’s behalf. He 
didn’t know how to comprehend it, truly comprehend it, and why would he 
want to? This was something no one should ever have to experience, ever. 
But there was someone who was doing just that. The girl sleeping in the 
room next door. The girl who asked for his help. 

“She’s informed me that she’s only endured it once. The first night 
she was cursed, she didn’t believe it. And needless to say, that one time was 
enough to never want to experience it again.” 


FOUR 


Diana was fearless in Ian’s eyes. Scooting herself across the top of the 
metal guardrail, he wondered how she remained unflinching as the cars 
zoomed past on the bridge. It was equally impressive that in doing this; she 
kept her eyes not on her balance, but on the fish leaping from the lake 
below. 

It was their feeding time, snatching bugs from the air. And with 
every successful catch, he’d hear a giggle from the girl. He started his way 
across, but had an opposing process, choosing to place his feet on the 
concrete below the rail while holding on to the top of the metal beam, 
slowly shifting across that way. The boy was careful not to lean his head too 
far forward, as he’d end up losing it to one of the passing vehicles. 
Unfortunately, without Diana’s regenerative power, this would mean certain 
death. Several times he saved himself from slipping, but he was making 
decent progress, though it wasn’t quick enough for the white-haired 
daredevil. 

“Tan! Ian! Hurry! You’re missing it!” Her playful child-like tone 
made his heart palpitate irregularly for a moment. But it was hard to discern 
from the heavy thumping that was consistent through his terrifying journey. 
The cool summer breeze on this sunny day relaxed his mind but helped 
little with his profusely sweaty hands. Ian felt as if he could wimp out at 
any moment, but as long as he kept his eyes off the water that was roughly 
two stories below them, he’d survive. The rhythmic movements he made 
became second nature, leading to a sprout of confidence in closing his eyes 
to keep calm. 

Left foot concrete, left-hand banister, right foot follows, then right 
hand. 

Ian kept up this game until the moment he bumped his shoulder 
against the calmly seated girl. He peeked nervously. It was obvious who he 
collided with, but now the fear of her retaliation due to disrupting her 
balance worried him. But to his surprise, he found her blushing. She’d been 


doing that a lot today. His face changed hues the same, even more so than 
the exhaust showing from his trek over to her. 

“I... Pm sorry.” He slowly took his seat, balancing himself enough 
to not fall too far either way. 

A smile grew across her face as she rubbed the shoulder he’d run 
into. It didn’t seem to be out of pain or soreness, but out of some sort of 
fondness, as if she enjoyed the bump. 

The two of them sat on the oddly shaped metal, quietly staring down 
at the rippling water. After this carried on for a bit, Diana showed a sudden 
expression of forgetfulness. She let out a “duh,” before making a finger gun 
and shooting herself in the temple. Sliding her hand down into her right 
pocket, she pulled out a sandwich bag of wheat bread chunks. 

Looking oddly at her, he watched as she opened the bag, broke off 
small pieces of the dried crust, and tossed some into the water. They floated 
for a moment, until large lips rose from beneath, breaking the surface. The 
creature sucked in the scraps like a vacuum. Ian let out the tiniest of 
“woes,” though he didn’t mean to. However, as he did, she giggled again, 
looking over at his excited face. 

“Have you never seen a fish before?” She said, bouncing her bottom 
up and down on the rail. 

It took him a moment to reply as he was still reeling from this 
exciting view. “I mean, Citrus took me to an aquarium when I was younger, 
but it wasn’t anything like this,” he said. “This is so natural.” 

Continuing to look at him for a second, she again dug through the 
bag before holding out her fist. First, he looked at her reassuring smile, then 
her fist. She shook it once while he watched, insisting he display his palm. 
Conceding, he placed his hand under hers. She gently grazed her fingernails 
against his skin. The bread fell, absorbing his nervous sweats. She shook 
her fingers, attempting to get off the last bit of crumbs left behind. 

Looks like she’s as nervous as I am. 

Fixating his attention on the flakes and crumbs, then the water, he 
tossed the entire hand full. Once again, he was in awe of the amazing sight. 
Different fish would break the surface, consume the bits, then scurry off 
with a flip of their tail. This experience was quite the splash. 

However, there was a question that’d been bothering him all day. A 
difficult question he knew he’d have to eventually ask. But this beautiful 


moment in time they shared was enough to curb the fear he held of her. He 
still hadn’t any answers for what she did to him, and why. Citrus was right 
to advise him to drive around with her and ask, but it didn’t make him 
worry less. Ian had feelings for the girl, but they were confounding him. 
With each passing instance, he felt more hopeless. If he brought up 
anything now, it would just ruin the mood. Flashes of the events that 
transpired in the shower tattered his mind with inconsistency in his 
judgment of what steps to take next. 

“Hey!” she said, interrupting his thought process. 

“Yeah?” 

“Tm sorry.” 

He swallowed what felt like a lump in his throat. His mouth dried. 
His hands shook. His balance wavered. 

Was this girl a mind reader, as well? 

“It’s been on my mind a lot lately. Like a lot, a lot. The way I treated 
you. What I did to you. I know you could probably never forgive me.” 

‘Twas true! 

Did he stop her? Did he reassure her? Ian wasn’t sure what to make 
of the words coming out of her mouth. He didn’t want her tearing herself 
apart. A simple explanation would suffice. Besides, the incident in the 
shower didn’t bother him at all. At least, until the moment she bled all over 
him. Did he find it necessary to accept her apology? The thoughts jumbled 
together like a poor game of Scrabble. But the one thing the boy refused to 
do was stop her. No, instead, he continued to listen tentatively. 

“I... Pm sure you could probably guess, but I have a lot of issues.” 
As she said this, a single tear ran down her cheek, leaving a streak 
glistening in its wake. “And not just this thing that’s happening. I’ve always 
had problems surrounding me. And now, you and your sister are the only 
ones offering me help. The only people I can even talk to about this, and I 
could never repay you for that kindness. But what I did to you...” 

She raised both palms to her face, weeping. The tears streamed out 
and down her arms before dripping off and becoming part of the lake. “I 
don’t deserve your kindness.” 

Ian lifted his hand. Her shoulder shouted out for the comfort of 
someone’s touch. But he couldn’t do it. Rather, he paused, then unpaused, 


and paused again. The lingering question nagged him, begged, pleaded. It 
even whispered deep in his ear canal. 

Ask her. Ask her. Ask her. Ask Her. Ask Her. Ask Her. ASK HER! 

“Then why?” The words sharpened as they slipped from his lips. 
The tone he spoke with was that of a deadman seeking revenge. Surely, it 
struck her heart, but she deserved the pain. And when she looked at him, he 
knew his eyes spoke it all. He was furious. 

It was then that he felt his heart, along with his composure, 
breaking. What he’d felt only moments ago was untrue. Ian wanted her to 
tear herself into pieces. An explanation wasn’t nearly enough. He wanted 
her to grovel at his feet. Not only the shower but nearly every interaction 
they’d shared until this point had been borderline torture for him. 

She paused her tears and wails for a moment. He could feel his 
forehead wrinkling, displaying the rage he’d been holding back all this 
time. And then, the dam broke. She sniffled once, then twice, before letting 
out a choir of yowls and hiccups. 

“I’m so scared!” She could barely start her confession. Her chest 
looked as if it constricted her lungs. Then the hyperventilation set in, but he 
did nothing to help. Besides, it wasn’t enough. The knuckles in his fingers 
cracked as he clenched a fist. “I’m so scared of dying! I’m terrified! 
Terrified!” 

Her screams carried on for some time. But with each confession, she 
calmed down. With each tear, she caught her breath. With each passing 
moment, they both settled. It was a good thing too. The passing glances of 
drivers seemed threatening. Together, they turned back to watching the calm 
waters, the scenery dissolving the tension. An hour of silence passed before 
she found the strength to confide in him. 

“I had a kitten when I was younger. I had to be... gosh, I don’t know, 
eight or nine at the time. It was right around my birthday, so it’s always 
hard to remember exactly when.” She said, wiping her nose with a napkin 
she produced from her pocket. “These boys at school, they liked me... I 
guess. They followed me around every day on my walk home from school. 
There were four of them. One, two... yeah, four of them, and they just 
wouldn’t leave me alone. So one day, I told them. I’d finally told them to 
just back off.” 


Diana wiped her nose again but refused to blow it. Maybe she 
thought the sound she’d make was obnoxious, but he wouldn’t have cared. 
It’s something everyone has to do. Though his thoughts lingered, he caught 
the glimpse she stole. Nodding his head, he reassured her of his 
attentiveness. But perhaps it was a glance waiting to hear his judgments 
during or after the story. Maybe this was finally the time. Ian raised his 
hand and laid it on her shoulder. He didn’t want to interrupt her with words, 
but he hoped to share this sentiment would clear her mind of any negative 
thoughts trying to convince her to lie to him or otherwise. No, from this 
point on, it was all or nothing for both of them. They owed each other that 
much. 

“They didn’t care for my rejection, but after that, they stopped 
bothering me. But they still followed me. They were preventing me from 
making any friends or having any time to myself except at home, and worse 
of all, I didn’t feel safe. Anyway, a year passed, and I stopped seeing them 
around. And even though things weren’t great at home with my parents, it 
was at least back to normal.” 

Diana swung her feet back and forth as far as she could take them. 
“Then one day, I made an actual friend. Something I'd never felt I truly had. 
It was this tiny golden kitten, abandoned by the world, just like me. I 
stopped by its alley every day after school to feed it and play with it. Safe to 
say, I spent more hours in that alley than I did in my bed during that time. 
Then one day when I was stopping by, Spencer, my friend, didn’t run up to 
me. No, instead I spotted a flickering light coming from a nearby garbage 
can.” 

Ian felt a twist in his stomach. The face she made petrified him. It 
was as if death had taken her soul as she was sitting there. It resembled that 
of a corpse, but one that experienced immense pain before being frozen 
forever. 

“The smell. That smell of something burning stayed with me ever 
since. Spencer screamed at the bottom of that trash can, and I could do 
nothing but stand there and watch.” Blood streamed from her mouth, her 
canine puncturing a hole in her bottom lip. Ian was unsure if he should 
maintain his position or attempt to comfort the girl further. But slowly she 
snapped herself out of whatever dark vision she was seeing, though she 


never cleaned the blood. He felt certain she wasn’t even aware of her self- 
inflicted injury but felt it wise to hold off on informing her. 

“I went home and cut my wrist that night. I made sure to dig the 
razor as deep as I could. But as I laid there on my parent’s kitchen floor, a 
fresh feeling came out.” Looking over at him, she let loose once more. 
“Fear. One moment, I wanted to die. But when my consciousness started to 
fade, I screamed, I cried, I yelled for my parents, and in the end, they 
stopped the bleeding. They say humans have the instinct to survive, and 
when I felt it for the first time that night, I realized something. I knew the 
fear of death.” 

Diana wiped her face with her forearm, after which, she looked 
directly into Ian’s eyes. “This is going to sound selfish, and you can do 
whatever you have to after I tell you, but... I just wanted someone else to 
experience the pain I’m suffering through.” 

Ian’s heart shattered. It’d been weakening all along, but her last 
confession shattered it to pieces. The anger fell away. And though he still 
harbored indifference for the girl, a wave of forgiveness came forward. Fear 
of losing his life consumed him the night she attacked, but she’d been 
experiencing that same fear for practically her entire life. The thought of 
living like that terrified him. The fact was clear. She’s a formidable 
individual. And she’d have to persist in order to carry on with her new daily 
routine. This curse, this damned power, was now that fear being conjured 
and amplified by infinity. 

Deep down, his hatred still brewed for what she did to him, but it 
subsided... for now. For the moment, his hand still rested on Diana’s 
shoulder and it was time to pull away. But as he did, the girl turned towards 
him and reached her arms around his chest, embracing him. Butterflies 
fluttered around in his gut. However, he wasn’t certain if their presence was 
due to the embrace or caused by the sensation of losing his balance. 

Regardless, the fact was that they were both falling off the bridge. 
At first, he felt fear. But not a moment later, he reached his arms back 
around her, returning her hug. This was it. He felt this was a suitable way to 
die, and with his back facing the water, he was sure it’d lead to death or a 
disability. Thinking back, the lake water was too murky to determine how 
deep it was, but if this was his time to depart from this form into the next, 
he accepted it. Her warmth was calming, after all. 


As they landed, it felt as if he’d crushed his back against a hard 
surface as the water flew up around them. Letting go of the girl, he floated 
in the dirty liquid, listening as the rain they caused pattered above him. His 
back was tingling, but that seemed to be the only damage. Ian regained his 
sense of direction, and the two of them popped back up out of the water. 
Shock showed across both their faces, but giggles followed, as they were 
not only safe but happy. They swam back to Citrus’s car and contemplated 
how they were going to drive back without soaking the seats. 


o¢¢o¢ 


Citrus, back at home, her head deep in the occult books she’d 
borrowed from the library, felt a sudden irritating chill down her neck. 


FIVE 


Diana latched onto the knob of the basement door. Ian looked down the 
dimly lit wooden staircase as the creaks of the old door hallowed through 
the house. The pair looked at each other before the boy took the lead down 
onto the first frail step. Of course, the woman descended with rattling 
nerves, though the spookiness seemed to have nothing to do with it. Instead, 
he guessed her reaction originated from his own, he himself weary to enter 
his own sister’s domain. Yet, they continued their march. And as they 
reached the bottom, the image of a black sweater-wearing woman 
surrounded by books, came into view. 

Citrus was sitting in a wooden chair, hunched over a matching desk 
she’d slave over for work. Ian couldn’t remember his sister making remarks 
of any pain that wasn’t a joke. But by her posture, day in and day out, 
anyone would’ve felt chronic aching by now. A silver lamp arm stood just 
behind the books, the bulb lighting up the cubby Citrus manufactured. 
Looking around the room showed nothing out of the ordinary. Thankfully, 
there remained no undiscovered bodies hiding in the darkness. But ordinary 
to one person may be uncanny to another. 

He watched his follower observe the dreadful room, her bones 
surely quaking. A cherry-red cloth couch with a single pillow and a single 
sheet strung across the removable cushions sat against the far wall. Citrus 
had purged each surface of drywall and insulation. The cubbies between the 
studs were now filled with wooden shelves, those planks brimming with 
books. Hidden behind each rack of paperbacks sat another spine, meaning 
each shelf ran two books deep. In the corner under the stairs, there sat 
countless boxes, neither of them having a clue about their contents. 

In tandem, they turned back to the dimly lit desk. Locks plenty, one 
for each face of each drawer. One special drawer, just to Citrus’s right, had 
two locks fixated on its surface. But ogling the girl’s insecurities for privacy 
wasn’t the matter at hand. They approached the left side of her as she 
continued to speed-read through the pages. 


“Sis...” Ian reached out his arm, clasping the shoulder of the 
preoccupied woman. Wiggling, as if a shiver had just shot down her spine, 
she jumped back, tipping her chair, and followed it, crashing to the ground. 
The messy ponytail lay against the concrete floor, softening the blow she 
would have otherwise taken to her head. Citrus stayed there, her body 
motionless, but her eyes blinked beneath her framed oculi. The boy opted 
out of lending her a helping hand since she was a tough girl and seemed to 
sustain no physical damage. 

Swiveling her legs, she sat upon the back end of the chair, exposing 
her thighs leading from her shorts. After what seemed like a minute or two 
of pouting, Citrus looked up at the two of them and made her way to her 
feet. 

“Well, are you ready?” Diana seemed as puzzled as Ian. But they 
knew the gist of what she’d been looking into while they were gone. Citrus 
had visited the library to study every bit of the occult and such. Any 
information that could help trace the entity attached to Diana, back to its 
original enchanter, was a must. But there was a disappointed air about her 
as she picked up the chair and set it in the middle of the room. This action 
would concern onlookers in even casual settings, and this was no such 
setting. 

“Were you able to find what you needed?” Diana said. Her hands 
clenched together in front of her chest as if she were praying. Citrus stood 
there for a moment, looking down at the floor, before nodding her head in 
response. Making her way to the boxes below the staircase, she shuffled 
through them, pulling various contents from within and making stacks 
around her feet: a box of children’s play chalk, a matchbook with one match 
missing, and a small baggie of birthday candles. 

Getting down on her knees, she drew symbols in a circle around the 
wooden chair, markings of distinct lines and contorted shapes that Ian had 
never seen before. However, Diana looked as though she found some 
familiarity with them. As she finished the third loop, she rose and pulled 
matches through the starter on the matchbook, lighting the candles and 
forming a fourth and final ring. 

“you re going to talk to whatever’s inside of me, aren’t you?” 
Citrus straightened as she finished preparing the last candle, looking at the 
disgruntled face showing in the flickers. 


“I’m going to interrogate it, try to find out where the person 
responsible is.” Diana’s fist shook. She needed to muster the strength to 
endure this, they all did. It’d be the only way to fight the inherit fear that 
came with a predicament like this. Not only involving the ritual but the 
repercussions of conducting it. 

But there was a separate lingering concern in the back of his mind. 
This creature she holds. What would something so evil manifest as? 

Ian placed his hand on her shoulder as he did back at the bridge. If 
his comfort could imbue some confidence within her, that would be enough. 
With that, Diana took her seat, looking up at the two individuals 
volunteering to interact with her internal squatter. 

“Are you ready?” Ian crouched down, looking at Diana. She 
nodded, attempting to display a reassuring smile. Citrus collected the book 
she’d been reading minutes prior. As she started, she spoke in words of an 
unintelligible tongue. With each phrase of the passage, Diana nodded off bit 
by bit. 

Eventually, Diana stopped moving altogether. Her body was as 
lifeless as it could be if not for her chest still rising. But other than the 
shallow breaths of all occupancies, nothing was happening. The room was 
as silent as a cemetery, which Ian found ironic. 

Citrus knelt, studying the unconscious girl’s face and then the 
mysterious symbols etched on the ground. She flipped through the book in 
her hand, revisiting the highlighted sections she shouldn’t have made in the 
library’s borrowed property. As she paced around the sleeping figure, she 
looked as though she couldn’t shake a nagging feeling that she had 
overlooked something crucial. She reexamined everything trying to 
pinpoint the error she’d made. 

Did we mess up? 

Stress spread between the siblings as Ian checked Diana’s face for 
any signs of life. His attention was drawn by a sexually driven attraction as 
he looked at her lips, reliving the moment they shared on the bridge and 
wondering if he would ever have a chance. But as he gazed, a tiny black 
shadow leaked from her bottom lip. Leaning in for a closer look, Ian lost his 
balance and stumbled, only to realize that one of his feet covered a symbol 
on the ground. The black fog quickly expanded, growing into a shape 
resembling an eye and fixing its gaze directly on him. 


“Woah-ho-ho! You’re about to have a very bad time!” A charismatic 
voice echoed through the room. Citrus stopped in her tracks, making eye 
contact with Ian. The black mass coiled from the girl’s mouth as if it were a 
snake dropping from the ceiling of a tunnel. Suddenly, it shot out toward 
Ian before diverting down below his chin, uppercutting him in the jaw. The 
sibling was airborne, flying back through the room, crashing onto Citrus’s 
desk, the books and lamp falling to the floor. 

“Tan!” Citrus shouted. 

His vision was failing, but he could hear footsteps dashing toward 
his location. Hands patted his chest and cheeks, but he hadn’t the strength to 
respond to his sister. If something happened to him at this moment, would 
he be full of regret? 

Failing to set off on the road his sister paved. Being 
decommissioned before making any headway on Diana’s case. Dying in 
such a despicable way. 

Yes, it seemed he’d be passing on with regrets this day. 


+++ 


Ian opened his eyes finding himself in an all-white room. The floors 
and ceiling were pristine as if someone had bleached everything. He raised 
his head from the hard surface and looked around, but all he saw was 
emptiness. Testing his motor functions, he stretched, reaching out for 
anything that wasn’t visible, but there was nothing there. The scene 
reminded Ian of a game development class he took in high school, where 
his only accomplishment was trapping his player character inside a similar 
colorless box with no way out. 

Ian trailed his fingers along the glossy marble surface beneath him, 
applying pressure now and then to see if anything would give way. Yet, 
every time he did, he only met firmness. The walls, floor, and ceiling, all 
white and seamless, imprisoned him with no escape. But suddenly, fear 
washed over him as a dark gray mist appeared in the center of the room, 
curling and transforming into precarious volumetric shapes. However, Ian 
felt a sense of familiarity as he recognized the smog. It was the same cloud 
that had assaulted him in Citrus’s basement just moments before. 


He’d never dealt with spirits, entities, or anything of the sort. The 
only certainty backing his resolve was that whatever this thing is, it was 
hurting Diana. Ian clenched his fist, swallowing any nerves he had or will 
have before, during, and after this encounter begins. Any pushback this 
thing may force upon him would never be enough to break his stance on the 
matter. Information. That word hollowed out his mind as a mental recording 
of Citrus’s voice replayed. 

Information is the only thing I need. 

“Stop messing around.” This was his opener, his declaration of war. 
The entity froze mid-transition between a cylinder and a cone. Where the 
two shapes conjoined, a spout of fog spilled out like a waterfall, spreading 
across the floor. The haze moved as if it were swishing like waves. But it 
was clear that the entity’s vapors were filling some sort of container. The 
smoke funneled in five different directions, and just as it completed its 
process, he concluded what it was, or rather, who it was. 

The newly formed humanoid shape bent its elbows and placed its 
hands flat against the ground. It lifted its body, standing on its feet and 
turning to look up at Ian, just as Diana did when they met eye to eye. 
However, this being had no eyes, it had no features at all. This thing would 
be invisible; completely see-through if the smoke had not filled it. And after 
the smoke had taken on its shape inside the limbs, torso, and head, it was 
painfully clear; it was in the shape of Diana. Emotions switched from 
concern to anger. From relief to fear. It was all so disorienting. Ian took a 
step back out of immediate panic. 

“You messed up, kid.” This tone did not match the face it wore. 
Images of many charismatic male television hosts and stand-up comedians 
flashed through the boy’s mind. No profiles he recalled matched the voice 
exactly, but they matched the exact definition of outgoing. Even though the 
smoke outlined the shape of Diana’s lips, they didn’t move as he, or rather, 
it, spoke. 

“Mess—” 

“Yes, you! You, the kid in this very room, have messed up!” His 
voice boomed as if he were some announcer of a game show trying to 
outyell the screaming audience over a television studio microphone. With 
this, the arms of the glass body swayed, moving and pointing and 
mimicking what he spoke with actions. 


“Stop mess—” 

“Stop messing around? But sunny, messing around is what PM ALL 
ABOOOUT.” 

What is this guy? A baseball announcer, or a wrestling broadcaster? 

Frustration rose within the boy’s loins as he grew annoyed not only 
at the overzealous performance the girl-shaped voice was putting on but the 
fact that it foiled any confidence he could muster. 

“Shut—” 

“Shut up, you say? Now, why would I ever do such a thing? I, the 
marvelous Rycklid, disciple of Seld, am here to speak with you! After all...” 
His tone grew dry as he slid towards the boy, whispering right into his ear. 
“That’s why you brought me here.” 

Ian’s butt collided with the floor after Rycklid invaded his personal 
space. The entity chuckled before reaching out his hand toward the fallen 
fellow. Diana’s figure confused him enough to the point of accepting the 
mysterious being’s assistance. But just as he regained his footing, two 
different pieces of furniture appeared behind them both. A psychiatrist’s 
couch nudged the back of Ian’s leg, causing him to fall once again into a 
lying position. His vision locked onto Rycklid beside him, but Rycklid once 
again threw the boy off as he sat with one leg over the other while he held a 
pencil and pad of paper. 

“And how do Diana’s actions make you feel?” 

“What?” Warmth spread across Ian’s cheeks as he realized that 
Rycklid, the entity inside of Diana, has been present through everything 
that’s happened. 

“Yeah, you’re shit outta luck, kid. I gotcha beat!” A white table 
appeared along with a chessboard, followed by all the game pieces. The 
items crashed together, leaving a mess of black and white plastic figures 
scattered across the floor. But they weren’t just your regular castles and 
horses. These particular pieces, he’d never seen before, at least, not in the 
game. 

Focusing on the different models, they all shared details with 
familiar faces. Citrus, Ian, Diana, and even a smoke-shaped cloud were 
noticeable among the pieces, but there was someone he didn’t recognize. 

A third woman, dressed in a long summer dress and dawning what 
appeared to be a sun hat. Reaching down, he tried to latch onto that figure 


of the woman, but before he could, all the pieces sank into the floor, the 
base of the room itself now liquid. He looked down at the couch he’d been 
sitting on, but it was no longer a couch. It’d transformed into a sailboat, a 
sinking one. Everything, the floor, the boat, the fluid sinking his ship, were 
all still white leaving Ian unable to determine where to start in saving the 
vessel. 

Suddenly, the waves consumed him. Ian attempted to swim, but the 
viscosity of the temperature-less liquid proved too thick, like a vat of honey. 
Struggling seemed pointless as he sunk further. 

But just as he sucked in a lung full of goop, he landed back in the 
same room, in a white pillow-bottom chair. Rycklid sat in front of him once 
more, this time in a matching seat. 

“Enough games, I suppose.” Rycklid leaned back, folding the girl’s 
arms, one leg over the other. “The girl already did her trick for today, so we 
have a moment to chat.” 

The boy looked up at him, astonished, petrified, then determined to 
finally get more than a word in this time. “Well, I actually don’t even know 
where to start... Why are you doing this? Why are you forcing this on her?” 

“You misunderstand.” The being slouched over in his seat, looming 
above the boy. Both feet sat firmly on the ground, his elbows on his knees. 
“I didn’t do anything. Don’t you know how any of this works?” 

Rycklid leaned back in his chair once again, as his calm, 
intimidating demeanor receded inside. He brought his hands behind his 
head as if to relax on a beach. “Oh! That’s right, your sister did all the 
research for you.” 

But that subtle jab triggered something. Ian recalled different 
movies and shows throughout his life about demons being summoned 
against their will. 

“Bingo!” Rycklid replied, clearly reading the boy’s mind, though 
Ian had a hunch that it was already happening before. 

“So then, can you tell me who—” 

“I ain’t got a clue.” This felt as if it were his last statement on the 
matter. Stern, confident, and final. Ian felt as if he’d lost some battle, and 
with that, he wasted his chance to ask anything that mattered. 

“Then what—” 

“Not—a—clue—kid.” He let out a relaxed sigh with this response. 


Ian didn’t know how, but he knew Rycklid wasn’t trying to be 
condescending at that moment. He didn’t have a vendetta against the boy or 
his companions. The entity just didn’t know much outside of what he did 
know. But then, an important query stuck out to Ian. The boy leaned 
forward, hands clasping his knees. 

“Is there a way to stop Diana from having to experience so much 
pain?” 

Rycklid smiled down at the boy. 

“Now that’s the question, isn’t it?” 

In an instant, Ian was in the basement, lying atop Citrus’s desk, 
staring at the ceiling. 


+++ 


When Ian recovered from his unconscious state, Citrus explained 
everything she’d witnessed. The black cloud remained visible within the 
protective circle until lan woke up, at which point it skated across the room, 
receding within Diana. Unfortunately, Diana woke up at the same moment 
the smoke reconvened with her. But maybe it’s for the best since neither of 
them knew of her health status while she sat immobile. 

Though Citrus wanted to conduct a thorough examination of them 
both, Ian knew what he saw needed to be shared first. His encounter with 
Rycklid. The boy told of the horrors he faced in the dream world. He still 
wasn’t sure what it all meant, and it was even harder for him to explain 
what he’d experienced, or whether it took place in reality at all, he kind of 
hoped it didn’t. 

Then again, the things that Citrus described to him about Diana’s 
condition, experiencing the pain of people in their last moments, he 
wondered if it shared attributes with what he experienced in there. That 
room wasn’t somewhere anyone deserved to be for even a second of their 
life if his assumption proved true. But he had no choice but to guess that if 
Rycklid could force him to undergo those terrors, he was using the same 
powers on Diana. But as he dug deeper through these unsettling thoughts, 
he remembered an important one. 

“Oh, and there was a woman!” 


“A woman?” Citrus folded her arms, looking at her brother 
impatiently. “This wasn’t one of your wet dreams, was it? I thought you 
were past this phase already.” 

“Wha... no! Of course not!” His face lit up like a traffic light as he 
glanced at Diana. But instead of laughing at his embarrassment, she locked 
eyes on the floor, gently scratching her lip. Ian’s seen this reaction before. 

Curiosity? 

Maybe she hoped he’d continue describing whatever dream he had 
with this mysterious lady. The thought bewildered him. 

Theres no way in hell she’s curious about my sexual fantasies. 
Stupid brain! Shut up! 

Diana seemed to notice his inner struggle, looking as if to question 
her own face before looking away. Citrus, arms still crossed, watched the 
two as if it were a tennis match, their reactions being their returning hit. 
Bringing her hand to her face, she attempted to wipe the exhaustion away. 
“Can you continue, please?” 

“Huh?” 

“About the girl, Ian! About the girl!” 

“Oh... Oh, right!” He coughed a few times, trying to ignore the fact 
that they’d just witnessed this embarrassing display he showcased, and got 
back on track. “Yes, there was a woman. Actually, we were all there, as 
different chess pieces. And if I had to take a guess, she represented the 
queen.” 

“The queen? She must be hot shit if she’s above me!” Citrus 
appeared genuinely astonished that an individual she has never encountered 
could be positioned at a higher rank. It’s almost as if she was under the 
impression that such a scenario was implausible. Ian had never witnessed 
this aspect of his sibling, however, it is probably because he has never seen 
her occupy any place other than first. 

Spelling bees, she crushed internationals. Writing contests, that’s 
how she got her first book deal. Even bake-offs got her state recognition. 
But she’d found the secret to studying and retaining information, at least is 
what she told him, and that was her weapon. She would never straight up 
tell him the trick, but he knew she’d stumbled him in the right direction 
once or twice. Any form of card game, board game, or video game, she just 
always seemed leagues ahead. But, whatever this game of chess 


represented, it was clear to them both she was meant to be portrayed outside 
of her element. 

And this did not surprise him. How could it? To him, she always fell 
into the category of know-it-all; busy body in the best way possible. But, 
this is the occult and though she knew about the topic enough to actually 
get him some answers, it’s still a new field for her. And whoever this queen 
piece is, this is her turf. Someone who could not only pull the strings of a 
powerful entity but attach it to someone else like a puppet show, meant 
business. But one answer he was hoping to get remained a complete 
mystery. 

Why would someone do it? 

“For not telling me much, I think Rycklid showed me a lot. Opened 
my mind to what kind of world we’re dealing with.” 

“Who were the other pieces?” Citrus interrupted her brother’s self- 
given head massage. He looked over at her, then brought his hand down to 
his chin, thinking back to the individual pieces. After the board fell, he 
remembered both the black and white sides mirrored each other. The 
struggle was trying to discern who belonged to what title of each piece 
within the game itself. 

“Well, if the woman represented the queen. Then I’d have to say 
Diana probably represented the king.” A glare shot across the room, locking 
onto Diana. Citrus held her eyes on the girl, likely loathing another 
individual that ranked above herself. Diana, waving her arms frantically, 
insisted, “It’s just a dream, it doesn’t mean anything.” But that wasn’t 
enough of an excuse for Citrus, the daggers in her eyes remaining locked on 
target. 

“And I guess I was the knight, and you were the bishop.” 

She fell into despair. “Oh, how far I’ve fallen!” 

“Oh! And Rycklid’s a piece. He represented the pawns.” Counting 
her fingers, Diana ascertained the information given. She started again, then 
once more, then tapped her fist against her open palm. 

“Then who’s the castle?” 

“You mean the rook,” Citrus said as she continued to mope, her face 
now covered by a throw pillow. 

Ian thought about it, matching up the pieces in his head once more. 
Sure enough, she was right. They were missing the rook. Ian rattled his 


head, remembering every instance he could of that moment. 

“Ah! There was a castle!” opting to side with Diana’s title of the 
piece for strictly supportive reasons. Citrus seemed too distracted to force 
the issue any further anyway. “I didn’t see who it was, but from the back of 
the piece, it seemed they were wearing a suit!” 

Diana stared at him in amazement at his ability to remember details 
even in the tensest of situations. But as they both stood looking at each 
other in joy over this successful reconnaissance mission, it became apparent 
that they didn’t have much to work with. Speechless, Citrus took this 
opportunity to drag her feet over to the both of them and start to physically 
suggest the two of them move up the stairs. 

Upon reaching the top and stepping into the hallway, Citrus 
slammed the basement door behind them, locking herself in her dungeon. 

They both looked at each other, smiling nervously. First over the 
confusion of Citrus’s attitude, then at the fact they were staring at each 
other. All the poor memories they’d experienced up till now locked 
themselves away as they stared into each other’s eyes. They looked away 
simultaneously, then both attempted to speak, only to awkwardly insist the 
other go first. After much polite debate and bickering, Ian took the mantle 
and initiated. 

“Would you like me to take you ho—” but just as he was about to 
finish, a device vibrated against his leg. Holding his hand to her as a form 
of apology, he lifted his black case-covered phone from his pocket. He 
woke the screen, finding a text message notification. As he swiped it, the 
message popped open, but as he read, his knees quivered. 

From Citrus: She s staying with us for a bit. Same room as before. 
Give her my clothes. 

His jaw unhinged plummeted through the air, and crashed against 
the floor. 


SIX 


The sound of a train horn bellowed out, cutting through the trees of the 
neighboring woods. The wooden boards of the bridge creaked and cracked 
as they compressed under the weight of the rolling metal. Ian and Diana 
watched as the setting sun peeked through each passing multi-colored cart. 
Though they flashed by, the bits of graffiti from varying artists were still 
discernible. As the caboose passed, they climbed back up the slope and 
continued on their walk. 

Diana challenged Ian to a balancing contest on the metal rails. And 
after many pleas, followed by provoking statements claiming his inability, 
he gave in to her request. He found her smile contagious as she laughed at 
his multiple failed attempts, his coordination clearly lacking. 

However, the lingering butterflies in his stomach refused to disperse 
with each moment they encroached on the bridge. Ian had been dealing with 
an absence of proper sleep from the night before, and knowing this 
gorgeous girl would stay another night in the same house only intensified 
the nauseating feelings. But... only if she survives again. 

Their day of food, conversations, and other activities came to a 
close, and it felt like their friendship grew stronger. 

As he stepped out onto the first floating plank of the bridge, his 
stomach dropped. The heights of the mountain gnawed at his psyche. He 
stopped and stepped back a moment, his survival instinct telling him to stay 
away from a place so dangerous. 

But Diana continued as if nothing changed. Her arms swayed back 
and forth as she carried on with her display of proper balance. So he had no 
choice. Each step proved more difficult as his balance failed him, even on 
the thick wood slabs. His view funneled between each plank as the gaps 
showed lower parts of the cliff. 

Diana playfully hopped off the rail she was so fond of and pushed 
her body against one of the reinforced metal banisters of the bridge. 

Though Ian stopped to witness this cute event, his situation 
remained dire as he crept along. Eventually, he regrouped with the girl. A 


smelly mixture of pinewood trees and wildflowers rode the waves of air 
under their noses. Diana smiled, her eyes looking over the valley of bike 
trails, rivers, and animals roaming betwixt the trees. To him, she seemed 
content; elated at the beautiful view they got to share. 

At the moment, he wasn’t sure what proved more breathtaking. The 
girl beside him, or the rainbow hues of the clouds. The color of the fluff in 
the sky even reminded him of the day they’d first met. 

But only after soaking in the light did Ian notice the girl’s sights 
glancing down over the side of the bridge. Ian followed her lead, and sure 
enough, he was instantly sick. Flavors of the cheap burger dinner they’d 
partaken in earlier were palatable once more. Successfully keeping it down, 
he regained his composure and turned to question the girl. But he watched 
as his moment passed, the girl already atop the rail looking as if she were a 
professional skydiver. 

“Wait!” 

“What?” she replied, looking at him as she seated herself on the 
worn guardrail. “I was just getting situated is all.” 

Ian looked at her, panic filling his mind. But he needed to stay calm 
if he planned on being there to support her. “I don’t know how you’re so 
comfortable up there.” 

She laughed. “Are you kidding? I used to hate heights! There had 
been a school field trip to an amusement park once. I prepared myself all 
week to ride the slowest coasters they had. But once I got there, I just 
couldn’t do it.” 

He contemplated her confession for a moment before retorting. 
“That stuff doesn’t bother me, but this? This is a little much for me.” 

Diana smiled at him. He could tell that she realized the predicament 
she’d put him in, but he reassured her that he didn’t regret coming. 

“Well, with my condition, it makes it easier for me to swallow 
nowadays. But I’m still scared as hell. Don’t mistake that.” 

Her words helped to calm him down, but only enough to keep his 
teeth from chattering. They both looked up to the sky as the honking 
echelon of geese made their way past. The flapping of their wings led him 
to wishful thoughts of soaring the skies. But not in the manner Diana 
planned. 


“How do you do it?” he said, glancing down into the green valley 
once more. 

Diana’s hesitation to answer was obvious as Ian watched her from 
the corner of his eye. She looked back at him through the strands of her 
white hair. The gentle smile spreading across her face didn’t match the 
water whelming up in her eyes. Pain shot through his heart as he felt guilty 
for making her ponder such a question in this situation, but he needed to 
know the answer. Out of the many questions he’s asked over the past couple 
of days, this one felt important. 

“T can’t.” Diana’s hiccup surprised Ian, to be sure, but her answer 
shook him to the core. 

“You... you can’t?” 

“No, Ian Debole. I can’t do it anymore.” The streaks of salty tears 
reached Diana’s lips as she chuckled to cover her genuine desire to break 
down. He looked up at her, puzzled before the realization set in. 

She 5 tired... that’s the answer. 

Now that he understood, he could see it written on her face. This, all 
of this, was a front to continue life as best she could while having to deal 
with this terrible predicament. 

Ian looked down at her soft white hand holding her balance on the 
rail. In his mind, his hand had already reached for hers, clasping onto it, and 
pulling her from the ledge to hug her. However, the courage wouldn’t arise 
within him to do so. But he still felt if two humans could be any closer after 
everything they’d been through, they’d find themselves conjoined at the 
hips. 

But mulling over her words, they twisted his mind down a negative 
path. 

I dont really know her, do I? 

This thought dragged his emotions down into dark depths he hadn’t 
entered since long before he met her. 

Suddenly, warmth lay against the top of his lingering hand. Diana’s 
warmth. Her hand clasped onto his the same way he wanted his to do so to 
hers. Ian looked up at her, the smile once again clear. 

She really cares about me. 

“Tan, I wouldn’t be able to do it anymore without you.” Flutters 
pumped through his heart as his new position in her life came to fruition. “I 


want to get to know you a whole lot more. I want to feel your emotions. I 
want to hear your thoughts. Anything that will take me away from this 
numbing feeling of the life I have to lead a little while longer. If it weren’t 
for you and Citrus, and the hope you two give me, I don’t know where I’d 
be.” 

Diana’s fingers intertwined with Ian’s, the both of them beat red as 
the twilight of the sun broke the horizon. He enjoyed this moment, and it 
was obvious she did too, even wanting it to last forever. But they both knew 
it couldn’t. She reached, clasping both hands around his, looking him 
directly in the eyes. 

“Will you push me?” Without hesitation, she unleashed this horrible 
request on the gleeful boy. The smile on his face dropped as he questioned 
what he’d just heard. 

“P... p... push you?” 

“Yes, Ian. I need you to push me. Please.” 

“Wh... what? Why? No. No, no, no.” 

Diana clasped his hands harder, refusing to let him go. “Please. I’ve 
only ever killed myself since I got this curse. But no one has ever killed me. 
Maybe if you do, something will change.” 

Bewilderment filled Ian’s stomach. “No! I refuse! What if 
something actually changes? What if you die permanently?” 

“Then PII have had one of the best last days of my life.” The 
confidence in her eyes told him she knew exactly how to respond; exactly 
what to say to get him to stop and think about this request. 

So he did. He thought long and hard about the pain and anguish she 
must have endured until now. Ian knew he could never go through what she 
had only to survive and repeat, like a bad case of Groundhog Day. Emotions 
overwhelmed him as he pictured the moment she hit the ground in front of 
him. Even if it hurt for only a second, that second must’ve been pure agony. 

I dont want to lose you. 

He wanted to tell her those words, but he couldn’t. Instead, he asked 
her, “How would I even do it?” 

Diana raised one of her hands from him to a position as if she were 
already falling. “Just push me.” 

Ian looked at her face. He didn’t want it to be the last time, but he 
knew it could be. As a single tear made its way down her cheek, it cemented 


her request. 

He took a deep breath, closed his own eyes, and raised both hands, 
rushing them toward her. The cloth of her shirt was soft, but he only felt it 
for a moment. Opening his eyes, he looked around, but he was the only one 
present. 

Ian heard no screams, only a distant thud. Checking over the side of 
the bridge wasn’t something he’d be doing again. Shambling off the tracks 
back onto solid ground, he contemplated what he’d done as he started down 
the hill. However, as his foot connected with the grass, a flash caught his 
eye from within the darkness of the nearby trees. Approaching the opening 
where he saw it, the sound of rustling froze him in place. 

It was dark now, and he wasn’t sure if it would be wise to take his 
chances with whatever was lurking in the woods. Getting himself and Diana 
out of there as quickly as possible was a clear priority. So, he rushed off 
down the hill. 

Reaching the impact zone, he found a white-haired scalp connected 
to the rest of a beautiful girl’s body, completely intact. Kneeling, he threw 
her arm over his shoulder and picked her up, cradling her light body against 
his stomach. 


SEVEN 


Early morning cartoons played on the television while Diana rested her 
head on Ian’s shoulder. Citrus hadn’t been spotted since she shut them out 
of the basement, but he figured that she found time to grab a snack while 
they were absent the entire day. Ian brought Diana home and set her in bed, 
only to find the kitchen in disarray. A few extra paper plates and plastic 
wrappers littered the counter-top. So he tidied it up, flipped the television 
on, and after Diana finished her hibernation, she joined him on the couch. 

Still, he couldn’t help but worry about his sister’s state after 
everything that happened. But when the basement door swung open, relief 
overtook him as Citrus; with her messy black hair and black frame glasses, 
emerged. 

“Citrus!” Diana shouted, shooting up from the couch. 

Though Ian’s sister smiled, she raised a hand and motioned as if to 
tell Diana to settle down, and perhaps quiet down as well. The exhausted 
Citrus shambled towards the kitchen with Diana following behind. But Ian 
didn’t join them. He shared in his sister’s tiredness, feeling too weak to 
even stand. After climbing the hills and avoiding open areas, he felt lucky to 
even make it back to the car. If that wasn’t enough to call it a day, carrying 
Diana to her bed topped off his watery sundae with a mushy cherry. 

If his sleep deprivation wasn’t already consuming him, Diana 
resting her head on his shoulder up until Citrus entered didn’t help. He 
hadn’t a clue how anyone achieved sleep with another individual resting 
against them. She didn’t discomfort him, at least, not in an irritating 
manner. Instead, his heart wouldn’t slow down for the life of him. But now 
that she’s with his sister, he could finally get a break from all the havoc and 
rest his eyes. His body felt heavy as he watched the rubber hose characters 
on-screen bounce off each other’s assaults. 

“The things I would do to be as carefree as that.” The lids of his 
eyes shuttered like a city storefront. The characters on the screen twirled 
through his head, bouncing and dancing as they always did on Saturday 
mornings when he was a kid. Soon after, they morphed and construed into 


the shape and stature of the woman he secretly claimed to himself to be a 
goddess, Diana. Her birthday suit fit her well, just as it did when she sat on 
him in the shower. 

Ian reached out for her exposed body, but it seemed just out of 
reach. Looking down at his hands and forearms, a black goo covered them 
as it rained down from the nonexistent ceiling. He struggled to shake it off, 
but suddenly, it took form. It was an empty black gelatin ball he predicted 
to be Rycklid. The mass shifted and formed into a fist. But instead of the 
swing of an oncoming punch, a gentle knock vibrated his skull and echoed 
through his head. 

Brushing it off like he would an annoying fly, Ian continued 
dreaming. But the fist persisted with a reach around the back of his skull. 

Knock. Knock. Knock. 

Opening his eyes, he looked up at the familiar ceiling. Blurry vision 
prevented him from making out the time on the clock, but the brightness of 
the room told him it was about noon. Clasping the blanket, he pulled it up, 
covering his shoulder before flipping over and closing his eyes once more. 

Knock. Knock. Knock. 

He reluctantly sat up. 

Who covered me with this? 

Looking around the room, he waited for more annoying knocks to 
follow. But as he listened, he realized the girls weren’t making any noise of 
their own. 

“Citrus? Diana?” Ian called out, turning to plant his feet on the 
ground. 

No response. His black ankle socks glided across the carpet as he 
recalled what he and Diana were doing before he passed out. He stepped 
into the kitchen betting on seeing the two converse over mugs once more, 
but if he’d been a gambling man, he’d have lost that bet. 

The house lay empty without even a creak. The only indication that 
others previously inhabited this space was a white-lined notepad paper 
sitting on the table. He reached for the ripped spiral tabs of the sheet, but 
then... 

Knock. Knock. Knock. 

The sudden sound sent him sky-high out of his skin as another 
knock echoed from the kitchen door. 


Holy crap! I wasn t just dreaming? 

The door leading outside bled an icky yellow. Whoever owned the 
house before his sister must’ve been a smoker. Repainting the door topped 
Citrus’s to-do list, but just as with everything else, it was taking a while. 
But he knew she’d already decided on a color. Blue. Decided based on its 
psychological benefits, but he didn’t believe much of that stuff. But her, she 
swore by the power of colors on the mentality. Anything to help her head 
and subsequently, her writing. 

Light leaked in from the three triangular shape panes at the tip-top 
of the door. Though these served as glorified peepholes, Ian never took this 
approach. Instead, he’d opted for the observation window adjacent to the 
door taking residency in the neighboring dining room. 

Ian made sure to tiptoe, inching ever closer to the very edge of the 
large window. He’d used this method for years, even when living with his 
parents. To say Ian held habits comparative to a recluse would be an 
understatement, even to him. But these steps helped him to determine if he 
should answer the door or leave it be and pretend no one was home. He 
never kept track of how often he decided to answer the door, though he felt 
the ratio might as well be one to zero depending on if he’d order food or 
not. 

The tips of his black hair showed beyond the edge of the white lace 
curtain-covered window frame, but as his view made its way out the 
window, he stopped in sudden shock. 

An iris. Someone with a blue eye was all he could see out the 
window. His mind froze as if he’d just speed-eaten an ice cream from a 
deep freezer on a hot August day. Nanoseconds passed as what felt like his 
anterior cerebral artery thawed, and the realization set in that he wasn’t the 
only one peeking through the window. 

Ian fell back, his head connecting with the edge of one of the 
wooden dining room chairs. Recoiling, he latched onto his skull, rubbing 
the sore spot. Though it ached, the thoughts were still processed. 

Who the hell was that? 

But as soon as that thought returned with a logical answer, he heard 
it. A voice, a feminine voice. From outside the door, outside the window, he 
heard her. 

“He’s in there. I just saw him.” 


Those words meant the worst-case scenario. Not only are the people 
outside looking at this house, but they’re looking for him specifically. 

More bangs proceed to thud through the house from the front door, 
“we know you’re in there, now open up.” 

With panic ensuing, he wasn’t sure what to do. They wanted 
something, and without Citrus there to assist, the situation only grew more 
dire. The saliva flooded his mouth, like an overstimulated cat. He wasn’t 
sure if he should swallow it or run for the kitchen sink. But he committed to 
the former and subsequently choked on a load of liquid. 

The tremors overtaking his legs caused him to stumble across the 
carpeted floor. The sensation of threads turned to chills, not only from 
stepping onto the cold kitchen floor but with each step he felt closer to 
doom. Anxiety sent his head swirling as it reached an intangible capacity 
within each limb of his body, the numbing pins and needles trailing close 
behind. 

Reaching for the old black glass doorknob, Ian latched on. The 
sweat poured down his arm and into his palms. With his free hand, he 
flicked the loose metal key nub of the door’s lock. His hand refused to stop 
vibrating the handle. Nevertheless, he twisted the glass oval shape, opening 
the door. 

“Ho... hooo... how may I help yo... you?” The shakiness in his voice 
refused to cease, but he got the question out, which felt like the most 
important part. The sooner this interaction was over, the better. 

“Uhm, hi,” the voice was feminine but didn’t match the one he’d 
heard outside the window. No, this voice was leaving the lips of a blonde 
woman with whom he now met eyes. She measured in just a tad shorter 
than him, five foot nine if he had to guess. Her skin was the color of rose 
beige, but some would say her beautiful complexion was destroyed by what 
seemed to Ian was a tooth-size scar below her lower lip. The woman’s hair 
sat in a battle braid, keeping the strands from hiding her light hazel eyes 
that seemed to contain traces of red within. “Do you happen to be the 
homeowner here?” 

Ian heard the question, but to actually listen and respond were things 
he couldn’t muster as his glance met a familiar face. It was the blue-eyed, 
black-haired woman from the window. This individual stood much shorter 
than not only he but the woman she stood beside. She stood shorter by 


another two inches, at least. But that didn’t stop the feeling of fear from 
crawling up his back like a centipede, as he noticed the burn mark just 
above her eyebrow hiding behind her short bangs. Though this girl seemed 
slim, there was an aura about her that just seemed incredibly dangerous. 

“Excuse me.” 

“Oh... sorry... um, no. I’m not the homeowner here.” 

“Oh... well,” the woman turned to her partner for a moment before 
readjusting her slim black glove-covered hands around a pocket notebook 
and some loose blank squares. ““We’re sorry for the inconvenience, but I’m 
Detective Hanna Lundin, and my partner here is Detective Reity Meyer. 
We’re with the Cuyahoga County Detective Bureau, and we’d love to ask 
you a few questions if you have the time.” 

“Lundin? Like ‘of the grove’?” 

“Hu... uh...” she chuckled and smiled at him. “Yeah... wow! Yes, 
it’s... a... it’s Swedish. Wow, I haven’t heard that since my grandmother 
passed. How’d you know that?” 

“Oh, my sister and I are writers. We do a lot of research for books. 
That one just stuck out I guess.” His nerves calmed. Ian felt he just landed 
brownie points with a girl he’d met for the first time. But this woman, she’s 
a detective, and he was just now understanding that fact. He couldn’t 
decipher why they were there, but a willingness to comply felt appropriate 
since he did nothing wrong. “I hate to push, but is there anything I can help 
you with? I mean... I’d love to help if I can.” 

“Well... yes, actually.” Hanna shuffled through the items in her 
hand, flipping over those suspicious-looking loose blank squares. She 
turned them over, revealing printed ink that made up images. “Ah yes, I was 
wondering if you could tell me what you see here?” 

Hanna turned the photo over to him, but as his eyes translated what 
the images were of, that previously settled doom surged back through his 
body. Ian’s feet folded, his legs buckled, and once again, his butt met the 
floor. 

The image... he’d seen it before. But not from this perspective. The 
photo, the image frozen in time that this detective handed him, was an 
image of him, standing on the bridge the evening before. 

“Woah... are you okay?” Hanna crouched down over the fallen Ian, 
her demeanor now more menacing than the friendly face she’d worn before. 


“You know... when I first looked at this photo, I told myself that this 
could be any single person in this entire county. Heck, it could be someone 
from the next county over, or the next one after that. But now... oh yeah.” 
Hanna pulled the photo from his hand and flipped it up to her face, before 
turning it to him once again. “Now that I look at it, this looks a heck of a lot 
like you, doesn’t it? Which makes this next one all the more compelling.” 

Hanna slid the photo back in with the others and held up the next 
one. In seeing the photo, a sensation came over him. It reminded him of the 
night he met Diana, just before passing out from strangulation. The stress 
behind his eyes increased, but the photo remained clear as day. It was a 
perfectly framed printed-out parchment showing the moment Ian pushed 
Diana off the bridge. 

“I’m sure you weren’t expecting this today, but you’re under arrest, 
sir.” The detective’s half-cocked smile as she recited those words sent Ian’s 
head crashing. 


EIGHT 


The pearl white hand latched onto the black plastic handle of the 2008 
Dodge Caliber. Diana brought her leg in and gently placed herself atop the 
gray fabric covering the passenger seat. Glancing in the back, she watched 
as Citrus piled full grocery bags on top of one another. Turning forward, she 
looked through the varying shapes and colors of the other vehicles in the 
parking lot. She wasn’t a fan of cars. Not because she found herself 
disinterested in the hobby, but because the memory of denting hoods to 
complete her daily chore wasn’t a fond one. 

Her thoughts snapped back to the moment, as the driver-side door 
closed shut. 

“Now you’re sure we got everything you like, right? I don’t mind 
heading back in and grabbing a few more things.” 

“No! Citrus... everything is fine... really. I already can’t thank you 
enough for what you and your brother have done.” Diana turned away from 
the woman to look out the window. It wasn’t embarrassment she was 
feeling, but happiness at the generosity of the two siblings she just so 
happened to stumble upon that night. She still couldn’t believe the luck of 
finding two of the most open and understanding people in the world. It 
almost seemed unreal. 

As Citrus turned the key, the four-cylinder engine attempted to 
turnover twice before finally following through. The black-haired woman 
threw the hatchback in drive and pulled out of the parking lot, blasting off 
down the road. As she laxly held the steering wheel, she started an angelic 
hum. 

“Ts that Willie Nelson?” 

“Always On My Mind,” Citrus said, shooting a finger gun at the 
correct guesser. 

Diana watched as the kind-hearted sister’s eyes glowed with 
enjoyment every second she watched the scenery pass around them. But 
Diana wondered how something the woman had seen hundreds of times 
could bring her so much joy. She joined in glancing around only to find that 


even on this simple road there’s beauty shining through every crevasse. 
Diana always found pleasure in observing living creatures, but it was only 
after she met Ian, that she started noticing the beauty hidden in the world. 

“H... Hey, Citrus.” Diana’s voice stuttered. She still wasn’t used to 
calling out to another person so gently. 

“Mhm,” her response only interrupted the harmonic hums for a split 
second. 

“How do you and Ian do that?” She clasped her hands, intertwining 
her fingers nervously hoping not to offend the woman in any unforeseeable 
way. 

“Do what, sweetie?” 

“Um... how do I word this? Like find the beauty in everything? I 
can see it... in your eyes. You and Ian both have the beauty of the world in 
the reflection of your pupils.” 

Though Citrus continued to hum, she tapped her cheek, thinking 
about her response before smiling. “Well, when you’ve been writing as long 
as I have, you have to find unique ways to describe things. This means you 
have to observe the nuances in all that’s around you, even up to the tiniest 
detail. When you do that, you start to find an appreciation for every living 
thing.” 

“Every living thing?” 

“Yep. How the trees breathe. How the plants grow, How the insects 
walk. It really is a beautiful thing. Ian, being my brother, just followed suit, 
you know?” 

It was hard for her to comprehend at first. She knew that the grass, 
trees, and flowers, surrounding them are full of life. School taught her that 
well enough. But was this the detail Diana felt she was missing? Not only 
animals are alive and exist as beautiful creatures of this world, but the 
world itself is this beautiful living thing. 

Is life really this big, or is it just that our lives are that small? 

Her mind was clouded with thoughts on the subject, but maybe 
she’d have to discuss it with Ian when she got back. Suddenly, her thoughts 
switched, no longer dwelling on the significance of life, but of that boy. The 
boy she met under the bridge. The boy who saved her from the gloomy 
clouds she’d been suffering all by herself. The one person she’d grown so 


attached to that someone could mistake them for being in a relationship for 
many years. 

Diana brought the tips of her fingers to her cheeks, gently pushing 
on them. They were warm, unexpectedly warm. This warmness that 
plastered across her face reminded her of Ian yet again. The bridge, the day 
of enjoyment, the train tracks. She likes him, but the amount is unclear. 
These emotions felt like an endless grapevine that consumed the entire 
vineyard. 

Citrus let out a gentle chuckle. “What was it?” 

It wasn’t as if Diana didn’t hear her. She did. But the warmth on her 
cheeks mesmerized the girl so much that she didn’t think to answer. 

“Hmm?” Citrus continued. “You there, Dia?” 

“What?! Huh? Yes? What is it? Wait... what’d you just call me?” 

“Oh, sorry. Do you not like it?” 

“Nooo, it’s pretty. I just wasn’t expecting it.” Dia’s statement rang 
true. She did enjoy the nickname. It was just that she’d never had one 
before, at least not one with positive or friendly emotion behind it. 

“Not so pretty when you sound it out though.” Citrus chuckled and 
mouthed it out. “D... uh... Not so flattering that way, right?” 

“No, not so much. Haha.” Diana joined in the mutual laughs. 

“So... what was it?” Citrus brought her elbow up to nudge the 
shoulder of the white-haired girl. 

“T’m not sure I catch—” 

“Tan, you big dummy! What was it that got you liking him?” 

Diana’s confidence dropped instantaneously. One, she’s never cared 
about another human the amount she did for Ian. Two, she’s never had 
someone care even an inkling enough to even ask her a question such as 
this one. With a snap, her hands slapped against her cheeks, attempting to 
cover any signs that she might be giving away. But it was already too late. 

They’d stopped at a red light, and Citrus not only stared at the girl 
but smirked something mischievous, like a con man selling a homemade 
tonic. Her eyebrows perked up, then came back down in rapid succession as 
if to hint to Diana that she was caught. But the accused felt she could 
handle none of it as her hands slid over her eyes, covering any and all 
escapes of expression. 


Though she couldn’t see, she felt the car move once again. Surely 
Citrus’s eyes fell back on the road. But still, she didn’t have the strength or 
confidence to check. 

“T mean, he may be a bit of a dork, but I think he’s seriously cool.” 

At these words, she peeked through a gap between her fingers and 
looked over at Citrus. 

“He hasn’t had his break yet, but when he gets that break... Gosh, I 
do think he’s gonna be great. He just tries so damn hard, and that alone 
lights a fire under my ass, you know?” 

Diana, now calmer, brought her hands down from her face and set 
them back in her lap. But her silence persisted. Not only was she afraid to 
interrupt, but also feared speaking her mind. However, she found herself 
eager to hear more of another’s perspective. 

“Gosh, what I wouldn’t give for that kid... Except for the easy way 
out of course! If I ever catch him trying to cut corners, P11 drag him through 
hell myself. Give him the grand tour as little demon babies beat his ass!” 

Diana smiled, as she listened to the passionate sister continue. She 
found herself resisting to comment, but the urge to break out grew stronger, 
into what she felt would be a full-blown fan party over this one boy. 

“But damn, if I ain’t jealous.” 

“Jealous?” Diana couldn’t hold back anymore. That word piqued her 
interest. She felt if she didn’t inquire, Citrus would never elaborate. 

“Well, yeah. Like I just said, he tries hard, and that persistence can 
be contagious at times. What I wouldn’t give for a guy like him.” 

“Um... what do you mean, Citrus?” 

“Well, you know, I didn’t want that big ole house or this hatchback 
for nothing! I’ve wanted someone to come and sweep me off my feet for so 
long! Car seats, soccer games, the whole nine yards, you know? I’ve just 
been waiting so damn long, but gosh if things were just a little different.” 

“I never took you for the mom type... I’m sorry things haven’t 
worked out yet. I kind of wish I knew what you meant, but I don’t have any 
feelings I can relate that to.” 

“That’s not true! Ian! Am I right? I mean, you think about him in 
that way, don’t you? Even if it’s just a little?” 

“What? No! No no, no.” Diana waved her hands back and forth. “I 
mean, even if I did, that’s not what I meant at all. Like, I don’t have those 


thoughts about him because I don’t know what those thoughts are. You 
know? To want a family.” 

As they approached the house, the car slowed. Citrus lowered her 
head, looking as if a thought took her attention. They sat there for a very 
long and quiet moment. “Well... like I said... I’m jealous. You pop up out of 
nowhere, and bam! I have to start reconsidering, just like that.” 

“Citrus, I don’t—” But the car rocked to a halt, her rebuttal being 
cut off by the sudden stop. Citrus swung the door open, and shut it back into 
place. Diana, still struggling to get her seatbelt off, listened as behind her, 
the sound of grocery bags left the car. “Hold on Citrus, I’ll help you! It’s the 
least I can do!” 

Unsticking her belt, Diana hopped out of the car, grabbed what bags 
remained, and flew up the staircase. After tripping over Citrus’s shoes, she 
made her way into the kitchen. The silky black-haired girl was already 
placing boxes on shelves and bags of product into the cedar cabinets. Diana 
set down her bags, slid her shoes off, and ducked around the corner that led 
into the living room. The television was still on, but instead of cartoons, the 
sound of wildlife made its way through the built-in speakers. She made her 
way further into the room, but something was amiss. 

The cover, she placed on Ian before she had left, sat empty on the 
couch. He was nowhere to be seen. Diana made her way down the hall into 
the backroom. Nothing. Up the stairs and through the bedrooms. Not a 
trace. She turned the creaky knob of the attic door, struggling to get the old 
latch to budge. Maybe this was a good sign since Ian could’ve latched it 
shut from the inside. 

Diana wasn’t sure what was beyond the door. Ian hadn’t elaborated 
on the subject when he was showing her around. But if there was a chance 
of finding him up there, she was prepared to do anything to make sure he 
was okay. The girl raised her fist to knock against the chipping paint, but 
just as she set her motion into action, a shout echoed from downstairs. 

“He wouldn’t be up there, I can promise you that!” Citrus said from 
the kitchen. 

Does she have some ultra-six sense or something? Diana wondered 
but ultimately guessed that the woman could hear the creaks of the knob 
from all the way downstairs. 

“Well then, if he’s not up there, Ian’s not here, Citrus!” 


“His shoes are down here. He wouldn’t have left without them.” 

The panicked short-haired girl rushed down the carpeted steps shot 
through the hall and back into the kitchen. With sternness in her voice, she 
continued, “Citrus! He’s not here!” 

“Well... it’s a low chance, but you could check the backyard. As far 
as I know, he only uses one pair of shoes, but I can see a world where he’d 
step out in the yard without them.” 

Diana dashed down the hall and busted out the metal-framed screen 
door. As it whined back shut, she twisted her head in every direction, but 
still nothing. There wasn’t even a sound on this cloudy day. But at that 
moment, as if the universe was giving her a hint, a weed wacker whined 
from behind the neighbor’s bushes. 

Hm... its a long shot, but worth a try. 

“Um, excuse me!” She shouted, approaching the chain link fence. 


NINE 


Ian’s arms rested upon the ice-cold stainless steel table. When they first 
arrived, the detective waved him to a matching uncomfortable chair. He 
didn’t want to complain. So he sat quietly in the cubed room, that contained 
nothing but these two things along with himself. 

There’s a window inserted in one of the walls he’d commonly seen 
in crime dramas. The two-way glass. To the person sitting in the room, it 
looked just like a mirror. But just beyond its reflective surface typically sat 
people who wanted nothing more than to see you crumble. It’s almost like 
they get off watching people at their worst, innocent or not. 

The room’s walls were two distinctly dreary colors, the hues and 
shades of which crept deeper into his mind the longer he sat in the dead 
silence. The first lined the top of the wall, following the ceiling to every 
corner of the box-shaped room. Only one description came to his mind, a 
weird one. It looked like a creamy gray. Almost as if someone had dropped 
black dye into a tub of mayonnaise. No one could argue that the color is 
gray, but did someone find it inarguable that this particular gray contains 
hues? He felt the madness of his boredom growing. 

The other color crept behind the black cheaply looking plastic trim 
molding lining the very bottoms of the wall. This more definitive color was 
a sort of business blue. The sort of blue that’d calm you down. A trusting 
blue, but Ian’s trust dwindled. 

His cold sock-covered feet rested on the polyurethane-sealed 
concrete floor. He just couldn’t comprehend what kind of people would find 
it reasonable to handcuff an individual and drag them out of his place of 
residence without even grabbing his shoes for him. Though at this moment, 
that felt like a minor issue, to say the least. There was this urge to speak out 
his thoughts to himself, even scream them at the sky, but he didn’t want to 
seem psychologically unstable or come off as high. But that creeping 
thought swept each of the others from his mind. 

How did they get that picture? Who took it? And why? 


The silver handle of the metal door turned. As it opened, someone 
stepped in. Leaving the more warmly lit and vibrant hall of the police 
station, entered the one known as Detective Reity Meyer. In their previous 
encounter, Hanna did all the talking, which led him to believe this person 
was the junior of the pair. Her attached earlobe-length black hair could be 
mistaken for Diana’s if only it were the opposite shade. 

Reity approached the table with a gray envelope in hand. It 
contained countless sheets of paper inside, and if she’d let go they’d surely 
escape, cluttering the entire floor. Ian wasn’t sure of the contents of the 
papers, but they couldn’t all be about him... could they? 

The woman whose blue eyes still haunted his subconscious threw 
the envelope down, rolled up her long sleeves, and unbuttoned the very top 
button of her white collared shirt. Though her neck was small, the red 
imprint left on it indicated that the shirt must’ve been choking her. Reity 
pulled the chair out and not only sat down in it but immediately slouched as 
hard as someone could without being in an uncomfortable position. 

After finalizing her posture, the detective held it and didn’t move a 
single inch. Of course, she took deep resting breaths, but that’s all she did as 
she stared at the boy across the table. She didn’t adjust the papers. She 
didn’t start a conversation. She just continued to sit on the stainless steel 
chair, staring. 

Ian followed suit for a moment, but any confidence he held meant 
nothing in this situation. It all turned to dust as he realized an obscurity. 
When she entered with the large folder containing all of those possibly 
incriminating papers, he thought they were legit. But as he looked over 
them, he couldn’t figure out the reasoning behind them being entirely blank. 
This unanswered oddity only added to the unsettling feeling in his chest. If 
he guessed, Ian felt she grabbed an excessive amount of freshly stacked 
papers from a nearby printer tray just before walking into this very room. 

The sweat beaded down his face and his armpits. Though his vision 
remained locked on the sprawling papers, he could still feel her piercing 
gaze. His glance shifted to her, only for it to fall back down after sensing 
the menacing presence she emitted. He tried to shift his thoughts, anything 
to help not think about the scary lady sitting across from him in complete 
silence. 


Why is she staring at me? Why isnt she saying anything? It's been 
like ten minutes. Ah... um... I wonder where Citrus and Diana are. 
Hopefully, they made it back home safely if they left. Why'd they have to 
leave before these two showed up? What do they want from me? 

“What does she want from me?” he said, not realizing the words 
came out. But it slowly registered that he just let out his first sentence in 
front of the detective since he’d arrived. In any game, this would be 
considered the first move, and with that, the most critical in most cases. If 
this conversation were a battle of strategy, he essentially just gave up the 
first tactical advantage on accident. 

Ian looked up at the woman once more, and though he let out not 
only the first sentence but a question at that, the black-haired detective 
remained motionless. Creepy felt like the only description that fit. The 
situation’s unsettling. Almost as much as the person he was trapped in the 
room with. And yet, a comfort lingered in the air. A calmness washed over 
him, like a reward for taking the first step. 

“Um, excuse me. Why did you drag me here? I understand that you 
have pictures of someone who looks like me, but I’m not sure what the 
context is meant to be.” Reity gave no response to his inquiry, no 
movements, not even a blink. Ian dared to pry again, but would it be a smart 
move? “Would you mind if I just made a call? You guys woke me up from a 
nap right before bringing me here and Pd like to let someone know I’m still 
alive.” 

Yet, there remained nothing. The detective only continued to 
breathe. 

Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. 

If her eyes weren’t deadlocked on him, he’d swear she fell asleep. 

He continued, “Please allow me to just speak to someone. I just 
need to clear up any questions so I can get out of here.” 

With this statement, Reity’s nose twitched. Ian, shocked over the 
slight movement, let out a, “ah-ha,” with exuberance, before covering his 
mouth, and sitting back down. Though he knew the reason, he wasn’t sure 
what compelled him to let out a shout so victoriously. It was obvious to him 
that this motionless, speechless woman was winning this battle of wits. 

This skirmish had just begun, but Ian felt utterly defeated. No 
further options for swaying the tides of war showed. Wait for her move, 


that’s all he could do. 

The grains of sand in the imaginary hourglass he pictured on the 
table drained further into the bottom half, but it seemed her “turn” would 
never end. 

Ian found that the word nothing would be the incorrect way to 
describe the contents of the room, but not far off. There was a clock, the 
four walls, the two-way mirror, the table, and the chairs that seated the two 
of them. And though the clock said he’d only been there twenty minutes, he 
felt the clock was a liar. Matter of fact, he knew it to be true. He wasn’t sure 
how much time passed, not only since he’d been sat in the room, but since 
Reity joined him. However, he knew it wasn’t twenty minutes. It was 
becoming agonizingly long. 

That was until the seemingly quiet room, filled with distant 
commotion from outside the metal door. At first, it was a few 
unrecognizable voices speaking with an elevated tone to each other before 
turning into shouting. 

Fear compelled Ian not to ask, but when he decided to go through 
with his question, he noticed something even more shocking. The detective 
across from him looked phased by the sounds outside. Reity turned towards 
the door, tapping her thumb on the surface of the table. At this moment, he 
wasn’t sure what disturbed him more. Was it the fact that the seemingly 
motionless brick of a person now moved, or the fact that she looked 
nervous as to the events transpiring outside? 

“Um... I take it... those sounds aren’t normal.” 

Reity’s stare snapped to him before she abruptly stood from her 
chair. The screech of the legs sliding sent chills down his spine. The 
commotion outside only rose in volume the closer the detective got to the 
door. Louder and louder, the shouts grew. Then started the unsettling sounds 
of grunting and slamming. That’s when it pierced both of their ears. A 
gunshot rang out, echoing down the hall. 

The woman fell back. Though a detective, it seemed as if her guard 
were down to something like this while in the station. One bang followed 
another, then another. Each gunshot echo covered the last before it’d even 
finished its reverberations. The deafening sound that followed each metal 
pin firing melted together as the tens or even hundreds of shots were fired. 


The ringing was now in his head. The fright consumed him, but he 
remained seated. 

There wasn’t anywhere for either of them to go besides the room 
behind the glass window, but Ian wasn’t confident in taking the initiative to 
break it. Even if he did, would the glass break? Plus, he wasn’t sure where 
that’d even land them, other than closer to the firing weapons, which he 
currently wished to get further away from. 

No, this must be the safest option. 

With that thought, the boy remained still. However, the junior 
detective did not. Reity stood hugging the corner of the room behind the 
door. 

If someone were to come in, she’d be totally concealed. Is she 
planning an ambush? 

But with how much her legs were shaking, it surprised him that she 
could even stand let alone form a coherent plan of attack. 

“Hey, are you going to be okay?” Ian didn’t mean to shout, but 
would it be considered shouting if he couldn’t even hear himself? His 
question must’ve reached Reity, but her response was less than satisfactory, 
as she turned with her handgun trembling in her clutches and stared at him 
with this terrified look on her face. Empathy. That’s all he could do at the 
moment, have empathy for the woman. Anyone could look at her and tell 
she struggled with fear. Heck, he felt like he should be in the same boat. But 
even with the uncertainty of the situation—which is frightful in itself—no 
emotions of being actively scared festered within him. 

He wasn’t sure if it was the adrenaline setting in or just the constant 
thoughts of what could come next. Or maybe it was just he was desensitized 
to the fear after Diana practically choked him to death. Ever since meeting 
her, he was a bit more numb to it all, death and whatnot. 

Surprisingly, the firing finally stopped, and it grew eerily quiet 
outside the door. He watched as Reity took deep breaths to calm her nerves, 
and he did the same. Whatever happened outside, they either needed to 
prepare for an explanation or a fight. Their breaths fell silent as audible 
steps approached the door of the room. The metal handle turned. The door 
swung open covering Reity’s current position, and Ian could do nothing but 
stare as an individual wearing a gas mask stood in the doorway. 


Ian knew it was time for action, but he still didn’t know what to do. 
The only solo option that seemed available would be to rush the assailant, 
knocking them out of his way, and slipping out the door. But just as he 
hyped himself up, the intruder latched onto the green goggle lens mask and 
pulled it off revealing short white hair falling gently back into place. 

Diana, with clothes covered in dirt and painted in a toxic looking 
bright green, stood at the entrance smiling. She dropped the mask and took 
a step toward him. But just as the shock of Diana’s appearance settled, a 
new shock exploded throughout his body. Reity now stood beside the girl 
with the trigger of her gun pulled while the mist and chunks of red from 
Diana’s head splattered all over the walls. 


TEN 


“And you’re sure that’s what she said?” Citrus seemed irritated with Diana, 
but she figured it was just from the thought of something so minor being 
turned into a potentially catastrophic event. 

“Yes, I’m positive. The woman said two officers were speaking with 
her wife outside their squad car. They were looking for a perpetrator who 
pushed a woman off a bridge. Then afterward, the two officers dragged Ian 
out to their car, cuffed and sock-footed.” Diana, herself, struggled to 
understand the message she relayed. The words spilling from her mouth 
made sense in context, but just the sheer thought of it from any other 
perspective felt borderline blasphemous. 

“No idea I had such nosy neighbors.” 

“Well, she did say the blonde detective was quite loud.” 

“Well, lucky for us then. I’m going to give the department a call, 
and see what’s going on.” Citrus replied, heading for her phone that was 
lying face-up on the counter. 

“Wait, wouldn’t it be quicker to drive there?” 

“Honestly, no. It’d be a better approach to just call, and ask.” Citrus 
continued the tones of her dialing. “If I can clear anything up over the 
phone, he might be waiting outside by the time I get there. It could be a 
simple misunderstanding, or perhaps he was in the area of a crime recently.” 

He’s been in several recently... But she probably isn t referring to 
those. 

The coffee maker whined as the freshly brewed pot finished filling. 
Chimes of elevator music played out from the phone’s speaker in the next 
room over. 

Diana figured it had been twenty or so minutes since Citrus’s initial 
call. The bouncing around from one receptionist to another must have been 
waning on the concerned sister. Taking a seat, the white-haired girl gazed 
out the kitchen window while sipping on the steamy black liquid from her 
mug. 

When did I start drinking it black I wonder. 


Diana pulled out her kitten case-covered smartphone. Unlocking it, 
she tapped on one of her favorite message board apps. Her profile consisted 
of funny animal videos and cute cat pictures. However, these weren’t her 
more recent frequents. Occult, Demons, and Ouija Experiences, were some 
of the newly added follows flooding her home page. Scrolling through the 
infinite abyss of data that ran up from the bottom of the screen, images and 
stories filled her eyes. Mothman sightings, R.E.M. pod recordings, and 
spooky group meetups were just the tip of the iceberg in her daily 
information consumption. But these things, she grew numb to them. 

“Hello? Yes.” Diana could hear Citrus’s voice grow from impatience 
to relief from the other room. She could also hear a faint voice from the 
phone, though it was quiet enough that Diana couldn’t make out the words 
from the other end. 

“I was trying to inquire about my brother. My neighbor informed me 
he’d been taken into custody. What? No... I... AH!!” Citrus’s yell echoed 
through her home, the sound of elevator music following its waves. 

Diana tried to hold back her laughs behind the uncontrollable smirk. 
The reaction Citrus gave was just too relatable. It reminded her of an easier 
time when Diana’s only concerns were banks and bills. She turned back to 
her phone and continued to scroll, shaking her head. 

Witch group caught chanting in the woods 

Beating ‘It Follows’ monster 

Guy sacrifices girl to train gods Imao 

Karen awakens... 

“Wait... what?!” Though she unintentionally shouted, Diana jumped 
up, scrolling to the previous post. 

“Oh shit... oh shit oh shit oh shit!” There it was, a memory she 
shared with one other person. Only a memory. Only with one other person. 
But if that was the case, what was this post she was looking at? 

A moment captured in time. A moment she didn’t think she’d have 
to relive. The actions may be, but not the exact memory. Not that exact 
moment. She stared at the photo, with her jaw ajar. A post online of the 
moment Ian shoved Diana off the train track. 

Her throat shaking, she shouted once more, “Citrus! Hang up the 


mp? 


“What? Why? What’s wrong?” 


phone 


“Just hang up the phone!” 

A beep followed the girl’s request before feet marched into the 
room. 

“I know why they took Ian! Look at this!” 

Diana flung her phone-filled hand in front of Citrus. The sister 
latched onto the trembling limb, the reflection of the screen showing off her 
glasses. She looked at the photo in silence, emotionless, but the grip on 
Diana wasn’t loosening. The air surrounding the girl kept Diana’s breath 
scarce, the difficulty to remain breathing ever increasing. Parting her lips, 
she attempted to let out even a single word, but nothing. Diana feared this 
was entirely her fault. 

Finally, Citrus let go, bringing her fingertips up to her nose and 
rubbing the indents left by the pads of her glasses. She threw her back 
against the couch, grabbed onto one of the cushions, and slammed it into 
her face. 

“Wa id o r i ea or is?” The muffled words of the self-smothering 
woman thudded like a drum. 

“What?” Diana hoped her ears were only covered by her black hair 
and not the pillow. 

“Was it your idea or his?” Citrus lifted the pillow from her face to 
better exclaim only to slam it back against her mouth after finishing her 
sentence. 

Diana once again hesitated, “...it...it was my fault. I chose the bridge 
cause I liked the view.” 

“B ca s.” 

“What?” 

“Because! Ninety-nine books!” She shouted, lifting the pillow from 
her face once more. 

“Because? Ninety-nine books? What does that mean?” To this, 
Citrus threw the pillow at Diana’s head. The softness of its fabric caused 
more of a shock than pain. Catching the pillow as it dropped, she looked at 
the now-standing Citrus, her back to Diana as she shuffled through a shelf 
of books. The sound of pages flipped and flapped through the air as Diana 
watched the focused sister. After placing two books to the side, she 
straightened the rest. 


Diana caught one of the white-lettered titles of the black bond 
books. 

The History Of Tactical Weapons For Displacing The Enemy. 

Citrus picked up the two books and headed towards the hallway 
door. The hinged wood that Ian and Diana jokingly called, “The One’s 
Dungeon.” 

“Hey, Diana.” 

“Yes, Citrus?” 

“Have you died today?” Citrus didn’t turn around to ask the 
question, instead, opting to twist and turn the handle to her domain. 

“Not yet... but, it doesn’t matter. I’ve already tried dying twice in 
one day. Doesn’t work. Why do you ask?” 

“Just curious,” the woman flung the door open and slammed it shut 
behind her. 


ELEVEN 


Ian’s arms rested atop the cold steel table surface, just as they did before. 
But this same table resided in another room. The surface of the one he’d left 
sat stained red and covered in warm blood pools. Unfortunately, he couldn’t 
compare the silence of the two rooms. His ears were still ringing from the 
Glock-22 dispensing a 9mm round into Diana’s skull. The echoes of the 
explosion bouncing off the walls left his head pounding. 

Ian never relied on over-the-counter drugs, but he wished for a pain 
reliever right about now. His forehead met the tabletop. It cooled his frontal 
lobe but did little in the sense of ease. Latching onto the waistline of his 
shirt, he wiped his lips, then drooled into it. There wasn’t a box of tissues, 
nor any substitute, but he had to keep salivating if he wanted any chance of 
getting the taste of iron out of his mouth. The memory of Diana’s dying 
body falling into him repeated itself over and over again. He knew the 
blood spurting from the exit wound would haunt him for the rest of his life. 

But his brain couldn’t calculate the disturbance he should’ve been 
feeling at that moment. All he remembered doing was looking over at Reity, 
vomit spewing between the webs of her fingers as she covered her mouth. 
Then the three of them collapsed to the floor simultaneously. Ian bathed in 
blood and brain matter, and the detective, soaked in her bile. Not long after, 
other officers and detectives came in covered in the same green gunk Diana 
burst into the room with. They helped Reity and himself to their feet before 
they carried Ian off to the next interrogation room over, where he now sat 
and dwelled on those horrific images. 

When he wasn’t thinking of the visual horror, he was mulling over 
the how, and why involving Diana’s sudden appearance. Ian didn’t expect 
to see her soft white face revealed as the one behind that gas mask. 

Gas mask? 

His thoughts staggered on that. Ian visually scanned her entirety in 
his mind. The only other detail that stuck out as unusual was the green 
stains on her clothes. 

Gas mask and green dust? Did she...? 


He was finding himself more certain of the situation she had caused 
to find him. The conclusion being that the gas mask protected her from 
some kind of airborne irritant. Whatever the substance, it must’ve filled 
each and every room if she needed the carbon filters to find him. 

Ian spiraled into the next piece of the puzzle. The lingering smell in 
his nostril. It wasn’t the smell of iron, nor the gunpowder still tickling his 
nose hairs. 

Vinegar? Or maybe something with an acidic twang scent like 
vinegar. 

The only things he could think of were deterrent gasses usually used 
for crowd control. The words tear and gas clouded his mind, while the 
wafting memory and the pungent smell pricked his senses relentlessly. Ian 
knew the conclusion he was coming to seemed unthinkable, but it had to be 
true. And for a girl who had a fear of death, but knew she’d return from it 
shortly after; she’d have nothing to lose pulling off something like that. 

A raid on the station...? 

It was crazy. Unthinkable even. But he was thinking of it. Maybe 
Diana did too. And if not her, then Citrus. But he couldn’t decipher why 
she’d even pull a stunt like that. Suddenly, worry consumed every thought 
in his head like a bacteria devouring cells. Anytime she’d died in his 
proximity, she healed within a minute. Though she’d remain unconscious 
within some kind of recovery state, she’d still completely heal nonetheless. 

What was she thinking?! They’re gonna see her healing powers, and 
who knows what they'll do after that! 

Ian’s body shook. A reaction of adrenaline telling him to act on this 
feeling of concern, but he knew there was nothing he could do. He brought 
his fists up to his face, before laying them back down. The tips of his 
fingers danced on the metal surface. His body begged him to stand, to pace, 
to run along the walls in desperation. But as his feet stilled their tapping and 
flattened on the floor, the door flew open. 

“Reity, stop!” 

“Someone stop her!” 

“Jarren! Grab her legs!” 

Ian counted the shouting men. He counted them all once, then a 
second time in rapid succession. There were six, though he made out seven 
different people. Six men and a woman. 


The several men tried to squeeze into the room at once in an attempt 
to latch onto the standalone woman, Detective Reity. Despite the dog pile of 
bodies trying to stop her, she struggled inches closer to Ian still sitting at the 
table. 

The glares she shot pierced through Ian. The menacing look sent 
creepy crawlies through his skin. The chair slid back along the floor as he 
pushed himself in the opposite direction of the determined individual. Her 
evil eyes made it hard for him to look away, but it was clear from the rest of 
her appearance that she hadn’t cleaned up after the incident. 

When they moved Ian to the next room over, they briefly gave him a 
towel to wipe his hands and face, but it seemed Reity didn’t have the 
luxury, or at least, didn’t accept the offer before her current tirade. Sprinkles 
of blood made trails down her cheeks, and a string of vomit connected her 
lips to her chin, while her shirt remained covered in the green chunky 
liquid. Her coworkers shouted again, her pursuit slowing, but not ending. 

“Reity! Knock this off!” 

“Seriously, you can’t do this!” 

“We can’t have another incident this week.” 

“Jarren! What’d I say?! Grab her leeeegs!”’ 

Is this girl seriously this strong?! 

Ian wanted to be done with his life feeling endangered. He felt like 
he couldn’t take anymore. But every moment this black-haired woman 
approached him, he felt his life fleeting. But those feelings transformed into 
a much different sensation, replacing those of imminent danger with that of 
the much more terrifying, “life flashing before your eyes,” moment he’d 
recalled from recent events. 

Then the woman broke loose. Her coworkers all fell to the floor. 
Reity took two steps and tackled Ian out of his chair, her grip tightening on 
his shoulders. Mid-tumble, their eyes connected once more, before her 
hands started to move. 

“Reity, that’s enough!” A stern familiar voice struck the woman who 
straddled Ian. He looked up at Reity once more, but all movement other 
than her breathing had ceased. Detective Hanna’s booming voice strummed 
a fear receptor within Ian, and he figured Reity suffered the same. But as he 
analyzed her more, it seemed as though she’d stopped not out of fear, but 
respect for her partner. 


The woman remained on top of Ian for some time. As Reity 
remained still, mumbling and shuffling took place behind her. The other 
officers collected themselves and pulled Reity off of the boy. Soon after, 
they escorted her out of the room, not saying a single word. Ian felt safe 
enough to finally regain his composure, setting his chair back at the table, 
and retaking his seat. 

The blonde, battle-braided woman walked into the room, placed a 
mug of coffee on the table, and pulled her suit jacket off, hanging it from 
the chair opposite of him. The roast sweetened the smell of the air, the 
richness helping to mask the musty smell of multiple individuals’ sweat. As 
she fiddled with what sounded like small baggies in her pocket, he could 
feel his nose dancing as he found himself unfamiliar with the radiating 
scent. 

Citrus was never a connoisseur of coffee grounds, but even the 
cheap stuff she’d get from different markets gave him a sense of comfort. 
He wasn’t one for drinking much coffee, but when he indulged in a cup 
made just right, the warmth and taste whisked him away from his worries. 
But this, the scent alone took him for a trip to a world of much more joyful 
circumstances. 

“Oh! I’m sorry, did you want a cup?” Hanna said, her voice soaked 
in concern. She seemed to genuinely feel bad for not brewing him any. “I 
didn’t think I’d be here with you so soon. Pd just finished making this when 
I heard the commotion.” 

“No, it’s okay! I was just appreciating the aroma! I’ve never smelt 
anything so pleasant.” 

“Ah! I take it you’ve never had import. Brewing’s a bit of a hobby 
of mine. I grind the beans at home and try to bring a handful with me 
wherever I go! See?” Sure enough, the woman confirmed his guess, as a 
handful of palm-sized bags with different colored coffee grounds were 
displayed before him. 

“Green?” The one bag in the back of the pack caught his eye. “I’ve 
never seen green coffee grounds.” 

“Ah, good eye! Those are the Rubiaceae family branch of the coffea 
shrubs typically found in South Africa. But this one in my hand is 
specifically from Asia.” 


Her tone reflected such passion in the discussion of coffee. It 
warmed his heart. For a hardened detective, she sure seemed to glow with 
an air of an astute individual who’d found their love in a subject and buried 
themselves in it. But that positive association slowly faded as he 
remembered how he’d gotten there in the first place. Not only that but that 
smirk. That damned smirk she gave him back at the house was the type of 
smile a cop would give someone when they felt they had busted a criminal. 

“Um... Pm sorry to bring us back to the now, but what am I doing 
here?” 

“Hm? Oh! Ya, sorry. I actually swung by to say you’re free to go.” 

“Free? To go?” 

“Yeah...” she said, chuckling nervously with an apologetic smile. 
She brought her hand up and scratched the back of her head. “Crazy thing, I 
sent Reity in here to do the honors of letting you off, but I see now that she 
wasn’t too happy with that verdict.” 

Bafflement took over. Ian felt ecstatic one second, then 
contemplative the next, but mostly baffled. He didn’t know whether to get 
up and walk out, or wait for a further explanation. The moments passed. 
Hanna seemingly forgot to elaborate long enough that the question ate away 
at him. 

“So... why did you bring me here if you were just going to let me 
go?” 

The loud sip from her still-smoking cup deafened the many thoughts 
that started to conjure. But as she finished, her face relaxed, her lips 
remaining parted. 

“Aaah. So good... Yeah, so the photo we came to your house with, 
we went looking for the body at the location of the picture, but forensics 
couldn’t turn up anything. Not to mention that we’d found that photo on a 
messaging board, and acted rashly I suppose. Dominoes tipped into one 
another, and here you are. Have to say... the girl in the photo doing a suicide 
by cop, was a plot twist I didn’t see coming.” 

That analysis is completely wrong! 

That sentence was the only thought he had remaining. She had him 
basically admitting his own crime at his doorstep, but now she was just 
blowing it off as some sort of coincidence. This led to only a single thought 
flooding his brain. 


It’s time to go before she changes her mind! 

The chair flew back as he jumped up from the seat, his hands 
slamming on the table. The sound of sweaty palms peeling from the source 
preceded his racing footsteps out the doorway. 

“It was nice meeting you. Have a nice day!” 

Without a response, he turned the corner and raced down the hall. 

“Wait! Hold on a sec!” 

Though he heard her words, he pretended he didn’t as he passed the 
many officers and paramedics flooding the main room intersecting the hall 
and double wooden doors of the exit. His footprints overwrote the others, 
the green dusting tracking the many steps taken through the office-turned 
battlefield. He latched onto the handle of the door, the surface of which 
displayed splintering wood, small holes, and metal shards. He flung the 
door open, and raced through the visitors’ lobby, and out the main doors. 


TWELVE 


The setting sun blinded him, but his feet kept his aimless pace. When they 
originally entered the building, they made their way up a small set of 
concrete stairs. And he knew the time to descend those same steps quickly 
approached. Sure enough, he stepped down one, two, three, then landed on 
a flat surface, before being suddenly embraced. His heart jumped upon 
impact, but he instantly knew the person, her black hair shading his eyes 
from the sun. 

After steadying his steps, lan wrapped his arms around her body in 
return. “Citrus.” 

“TIgnoramus. You had me worried.” Her tone rang hollow, but he 
knew she meant well by her words. He enjoyed these few precious 
moments. After all, he could’ve lost them forever if they found him guilty. 
But he remembered his previous aim. 

“Oh. Oh crap. We have to go!” 

“What? Why?” She latched onto his swaying arm as he moved 
toward her parked car. 

“The detective who arrested me called to me after saying I could go 
and I really don’t want to find out what she wanted,” Ian said, attempting to 
drag Citrus along with him since her grip wasn’t loosening. “C’mon Citrus! 
I have a ton of questions, and I’m sure you gotta lot of answers, but Pd 
rather just get outta here!” 

His steps landed so far from one another, a bystander could’ve 
confused his motion for taking leaps across the patchy concrete street. Ian 
yanked the passenger side handle multiple times like an impatient child 
waiting for their mother. The keys jingled in Citrus’s hand before she 
popped the power lock with the key fob. After entering, she started the car, 
and the two siblings took off. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a 
moving reflection. Maybe a swinging glass surface such as the front doors 
of the police department, but he wasn’t sure. 

The thumps of his heart drummed up his spine like the stomps of a 
marching band performing their routine as they made their way into his 


ears. “Holy crap, okay! What the hell just happened in there?” 

“What do you mean ‘what happened’?” Citrus looked calm, her 
hands nonchalantly hanging from the wheel. But the calmness had a weird 
sense about it. He looked over her hands, arms, and shoulders. 

She 5 worn out. 

However, she shot a glance at him, slapping him with a rebuttal that 
told him everything he needed to know. “Oh! Do you mean Diana fixing 
her mistake?” 

Ah. Shes worn out AND aggravated. 

Ian didn’t blame her for her reaction to the situation. He knew how 
stupid the two of them must have been for premeditating and committing an 
assisted suicide that looked like murder in such a visible area. Not only that 
but if everything that transpired in the correctional facility was a plan 
conjured by her, she just committed several felonies. But he didn’t want to 
think about it. He just wanted her to tell him. 

“Hey... Citrus... P m—” 

“Shut it. Excuses are not something I want to hear. I want several 
formally and informally written apologies. I want you to grovel at my feet 
begging for forgiveness, swearing on your life... no, that’s contradictory... 
swearing your free will to me that you’ll never do something so ridiculous, 
so asinine, so reckless, ever again.” 

No aggravation gave way in her voice. No intensity either. Citrus 
delivered her demands as cool as a cucumber, and that’s what scared the 
living shit out of him. Ian had never seen his sister so furious in his life. 
Annoyed, yes. Aggravated, of course. But she was close to the edge of 
exploding. Shocking, considering the fact that she had always been a 
perfect model of holding it all in. 

He had only ever seen her at a breaking point of exhaustion when 
she stood moments from collapsing out of a lack of sleep. She even wrote a 
novella on her experiences with sleep deprivation when she broke one of 
the previous records of two hundred sixty hours held by Tom Rounds. It 
was never her aim to set a world record, only to beat a previous one so she 
could write the story. She told Ian about the loud explosions in her ears that 
she experienced during day four. But even her exploding head syndrome 
and her exasperation with it had no comparison to the emotion radiating 
from the car’s interior. 


After a few minutes of silence, Ian inquired, “So what’s happening 
with Diana? She didn’t heal like nor—” 

“Really, Ian? Your loving, caring, providing sister not only rescues 
you, but even picks you up to take you back home, and she doesn’t even get 
a ‘thank you’? No, instead you have the audacity to slip that girl’s name; 
the person who caused these problems for the two of us, in my car?” 

“Woah! What’s going on? I thought you two were cool. You brought 
her in after what she did to me in the first place!” Everything he said was 
true the last time he checked. And with what he asked, he wasn’t attempting 
to provoke an emotion. It was just a simple question. Well, simple enough 
involving an undying girl. 

He watched as they turned onto the straightaway that ran up the hill 
from their house. The speed limit was twenty-five miles per hour, and 
Citrus was smart enough not to give cops a reason to pull her over since she 
started driving. But that didn’t stop her from freaking Ian out, turning to 
him while still cruising down the road, staring deep into his eyes. 

“Cool? Why would I ever be cool with someone who gets my 
brother arrested?” 

“Citrus... the road...?” 

“Why would I ever be cool with someone who endangers my little 
brother by fooling around on top of a train bridge?” 

“Cit—” 

“Why in God’s name, would I ever, EVER, be cool with someone 
stupid enough to get my precious baby brother, whom I care for, and have 
taken care of with every fiber in my being, to commit murder and get 
caught doing it!” 

Holy shit... Shes going to kill us... 

Ian squirmed in his seat, checking that his seat belt was on while 
bracing himself against the door as he continued to struggle between 
watching the road and facing his older sister. 

“Do I mean nothing to you? Clearly, you care for her more than me 
if you’d do something so ludicrous for someone you’ve known for less than 
a week! You’ve known me your entire life, Ian! I’ve changed your diapers!” 

To his relief, she looked back at the road. But it was only for a 
moment, as she slapped herself in the face. When her palm connected, she 
kept it there, peering through her separated fingers. The intensity of fear 


previously rising in his chest lowered an infinitesimal amount before 
skyrocketing. Her right eye; exhibiting despair, indoctrinated him with 
anguish. 

“You're right. I invited her in... It’s all my fault. You... you love her, 
don’t you...? In the small time she’s been around, she’s seduced you, hasn’t 
she? You... you love her more than me.” 

A tear rolled down her cheek, its trail leading behind her palm. A lot 
of thoughts traveled through his head at the moment she finished her 
sentence. Her guess was both correct and incorrect. He had to act fast if 
either of them was going to see tomorrow. “Of course not, Citrus!” 

Her stare resembled something akin to depictions of people on the 
brink of insanity, but after each word he spoke, her eye softened 
incrementally. 

“Why would I ever fall for someone so soon? You said it yourself! 
My big sister, Citrus. The one who’s known me my entire life! The one I 
aspire to be half of the person of! You inspire me every day I see you, talk 
to you, and am with you! I could spend my entire life being a perfect 
specimen of a person and still never properly show you how thankful I am 
for everything you’ve done!” 

Though his heartbeat remained rapid, he forced large inhales to slow 
it. He focused on his breaths, but his eyes stayed locked on Citrus. The fear 
he felt settled, as he watched her hands slowly drop back to the steering 
wheel, resuming the ten and two position. The downward twisting of her 
lips flattened back out to a neutral state, before slowing curling up. 

The house came into view; the red brick filling his sight. Ian 
couldn’t wait for his sister to throw the vehicle into park. He just wanted to 
exit. But before doing so, he looked back at her. She smiled as she turned 
the keys, pulling them from the ignition. He’d never seen her act like that, 
and he still wasn’t sure if she told him what caused it in its entirety, but that 
didn’t matter now. Thankfully, she looked calm and happy once again, but 
the feeling still lingered in his mind, that he might’ve just saved their lives. 


THIRTEEN 


The television lit up the room in short bursts as the changing colors 
corresponded with the scene transitions of the movie they had put on. The 
entertainment system’s audio worked, but Ian couldn’t hear it after turning 
it down as the night proceeded. Soft snores came from the warm head 
laying against his chest. Ian wasn’t watching the movie. He didn’t even 
remember the title. But it put his sister to sleep, and since he needed time to 
think, that’s all that mattered. 

A half-hour passed since she had dozed off. Ian started to draw some 
confidence to move her off of him. He adjusted himself several times in that 
half hour, but after a few groans and wiggles, he figured it best to wait a 
little longer. But it was finally time. He grabbed onto one of her shoulders 
and started to push it gently until her head rose from its resting place. More 
groans and deep breaths followed, but her restlessness ended up assisting 
him. Citrus’s body moved to the other side of the couch, her head now 
resting on the cushion. 

Standing up from the imprint he created, he let out a sigh as his back 
cracked. Turning, he looked over the person who made his bowels quiver 
just a few hours prior. Ian wasn’t sure how or why, but he wanted to know 
what was driving his sister to internally rupture to the point of injuring 
herself in the car. He grabbed the blanket draped across the back of the 
couch, and gracefully flapped it over his sister’s body. 

Ian was happy that Citrus would finally get some sleep. She always 
seemed to need it yet never want it. But one question still needed to be 
answered before he himself turned in for the night. Where was he going to 
sleep? 

Turning, his eyes met the rising footholds that seemed intimidating 
to ascend while groggy, but sleeping on the living room floor seemed out of 
the question with three perfectly good beds upstairs. Citrus would surely 
slap him if she found him on the carpet in such a state. Meandering over, he 
latched onto the banister and dragged himself up the steps. 


Though the light from the TV downstairs illuminated his way, when 
he turned onto the landing, his eyes had to adjust. “Hello darkness, my old 
friend,” he muttered to himself, reaching the top of the stairs. Ian thought to 
flip the switch next to him to brighten the hall, but he didn’t want to risk a 
migraine from the sudden brightness. He ignored the attic door on his left 
and looked into the bedroom Diana slept in after her escapade of straddling 
him on the shower base. But after the intense day, he wasn’t sure Citrus 
finding him sleeping in Diana’s used sheets was such a smart play. 

She would slap me twice. 

Then he looked to his right. There was a closed door that blocked 
his view into the room. Ian tiptoed over, latched onto the handle, and 
nudged it open. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d cracked this specific 
door open, and for good reason. Peering into the darkness, he could 
distinguish a few unopened cardboard boxes and a bed frame in pieces. No 
box spring, but a mattress, leaned up against the far wall, and he wasn’t sure 
how much noise he’d make moving the pieces and laying it down. “Right, 
she was missing the screws for the frame.” The room was creepy anyway, 
so he shrugged it off and shut the door. 

However, settling on this decision left him with only one option. 
Citrus would probably be elated if she knew what he contemplated because 
he hadn’t done it since the two of them were kids. He sauntered over to the 
last door that wasn’t the closet, attic, or bathroom, and jiggled the handle. 
Staring in, the room seemed neglected. Either his sister hadn’t used it much 
or used it all the time and never cleaned it. lan wondered how he didn’t 
have an answer to this query, but no matter the basement or her bedroom, 
Citrus always kept the doors shut, especially if she was working or 
sleeping. He never caught her moving from one to the other, so unless it 
was the living room couch, he never knew where she slept night to night. 

Countless t-shirts, shorts, and even panties scattered the floor. They 
both did the laundry in the house, so he was confused as to why she’d never 
brought them down to be washed. But Citrus always assured him all her 
clothes were in the hamper, and now that he thought about it, he never 
really set out to prove her claims as fact. However, he was sure that he 
washed tons of her garments, and the room didn’t have a particular rank 
smell to it. The only logical conclusion he could come to was that they were 
all clean and she just tossed them about. He picked up a shirt strung across 


the bottom shelf of a bookcase and brought it to his nose, confirming his 
guess. 

Clean. 

Approaching the bed, he saw the fitted sheet was off the mattress in 
one corner, while the weighted blanket was crumpled up on the opposite 
side, but the exhaustion was a relentless mistress. His motivation to fix the 
sheet no longer existed, so he flopped onto the bed. His head flung against 
the memory foam pillow and sunk in quite comfortably. The room bathed 
him in complete darkness. Even so, he tried his best to make out the ceiling 
while he waited to fall unconscious. 

“This was an insane day,” he said, speaking to himself as if talking 
to a friend. “I doze off with a beautiful girl and then wake up to getting 
arrested for murder... That same girl gets her head blown off in front of 
me... Oh shit!” 

He hadn’t thought about it since the incident with Citrus, but it was 
still an unanswered question. Citrus never told him about why Diana didn’t 
heal, or why she attacked the station in the first place. He was so caught up 
in calming his sister down, he didn’t want to bring it back up. But now he 
was going to be stuck in this bed thinking about it the rest of the night. 

“Or am I?” Ian said, answering his thoughts aloud as his eyes 
became unbearably heavy. His mind was beginning to fade, the fatigue 
hitting him like a freight truck. As his eyes blinked open and shut, a sudden 
creaking floorboard caught his attention. 

“Tan... I feel like after today, you owe me something. Wouldn’t you 
agree?” A low shaky female voice approached him from the hallway. He 
found the voice familiar, and there was only one person it could be, but he 
didn’t want to believe it. Still, the light steps inched ever closer to the side 
of the bed. 

“Hmm?” With his throat dry, the low tone was all he could manage. 
Ian had forgotten to quench his thirst before dozing off. Then the bed 
shifted. The weight of someone else now sat on it beside him. 

“You put me through hell today, Ian. All because of that girl. But... 
I’m not worried anymore. You reassured me. However... you still broke me 
a little bit. My heart aches even at this very moment. So what else am I 
supposed to do, except demand a debt from you.” 


“—” He parted his lips, but no sound came out. It felt as if he were 
on a beach, and the wind had filled his mouth with sand. Then suddenly, he 
felt an arm lay across his chest. Fingers latched onto the left side of his rib 
cage. 

“You owe me this, plus interest. You won’t know when your debt is 
paid off, but I’m okay with that. Maybe PII just keep your debt going 
indefinitely. I guess that makes you mine... forever.” As the person’s 
sentence finished, he could feel the grip on his ribs tighten. But it wasn’t a 
comforting clench. The grip started growing in strength every second 
restricting his organs. 

Ian tried to move, but for some reason he’d lost control of his body. 
Still, he fought to muster every ounce of strength left in his body to confirm 
what person was causing this physical harm. The moment he got his eyes to 
inch open, the weight on the bed shifted and introduced the sunken skeletal 
face with a bullet hole shattered through it. 

Diana. 

He jumped up from Citrus’s bed. The sun shined through the 
window blinds into the room. Swiveling his head, he looked all around the 
surface of the mattress, but there was no one else. Just an empty bed, with 
the corner of the fitted sheet pulled up. 


FOURTEEN 


Frigid was the air. 

The smell of embalming fluid exited her nostrils as her chest 
dropped. Diana brought her hands up to her breasts. They felt odd as if she 
had just sustained a sternum fracture. Holding her head, she tried to stop the 
spinning. It helped just long enough to clear her mind while she tried to 
figure out how much time passed, but all she could decipher was her 
location. It was dark, and the hard sleek surface she laid on left her back 
cold. 

Diana bent her arms up above her head, pushing on the metallic 
door enclosing her. Placing her feet against the back wall of the mortuary 
freezer, she shoved, pushed, and punched on both the latch and hinge sides. 
It wasn’t a particular concern if someone was in the room since they could 
help her open the door. But then again, she figured it would be hard to 
explain the situation to the person who found her. 

With each assault, she felt the door give. Regardless if it was the 
hinges breaking or the latch, either would do. Following a few creaks and 
tings, the door finally popped open, letting in the fluorescent light. 

The rail that held the coroner cart rolled out, tugging the skin on her 
back once it fully extended. Sitting up on the tray, Diana glanced around the 
room while wiping away the jitters. Luckily, she hadn’t been found by 
anyone. The memories started to flood back, reminding her of the current 
objective, and what she needed to achieve next. 

Jumping off the stainless steel, Diana looked around, finding a 
medical examiner’s gown hanging from a hook just next to the only door to 
the room. She pushed her arms through the sleeves and covered her naked 
body. Unfortunately, there weren’t any shoes or slip-ons to be seen, but 
walking on the freezing vinyl floors barefoot was a sacrifice she would 
have to deal with. At least things were working according to Citrus’s plan. 

Peeking out the door, she found the hallway bulbs were the only 
light source filling the building. Not a single window in sight. She had 
hoped for an easy getaway but found no such luck. Diana squatted, listening 


for any sounds bouncing down the hall’s walls, but in all the time she spent 
waiting, it was all the same. Silent. 

“C’mon Dia, you can do this.” Taking a couple of breaths, she step 
away from the door and made her way down the corridor. The floor was 
white and seemed as if it’d been recently polished. It was so clean that her 
feet made squeaks as if they were sneaker bottoms, but with it being an 
autopsy ward, it was probably maintained frequently. 

Hopefully, the janitors aren t still here. That stupid Zamboni is 
gonna give me away! 

Approaching a frosted glass door, she noticed a camera in the top 
right corner of the hall. But Citrus made it clear that it was part of the plan, 
or more so, there was no avoiding it. Diana knew to just make it out of the 
building as fast as possible. So far the plan was working flawlessly. She’d 
never tried delaying her healing before practicing with Citrus, but they were 
desperate to save Ian no matter how low the odds. 

Low odds of being able to delay a power Diana thought she had no 
control over. Lower odds that she’d be able to do it on command after being 
executed. And even lower odds, that if she was successful, that she didn’t 
wake up too early or too late and find herself in an inescapable situation. 
But the odds proved in her favor. Up to this point, bad luck felt like a cloud 
hovering above her entire life, but ever since meeting Ian, the moments of 
her life seemed a bit brighter. And if having the loving sister murder her 
multiple times with a kitchen knife to the heart meant saving that newly 
found light in Diana’s life, it was a price well worth paying. However, now 
that she thought about it, Citrus seemed to enjoy the training just a bit too 
much. 

Diana pushed open the door, then another, and another, passing by 
not a single person. Eventually, she made it to a lobby filled with cheap 
plastic seats held together by metal. Luckily, behind the benches were the 
first double doors that resembled the exterior of the building with a gigantic 
push bar across it and street lamps shining in its windows. That’s when it hit 
her; that she had just pulled this whole operation off with pure luck. 

Diana took two steps toward her final exit. 

“Hey!” An unknown voice shouted from behind one of the lobby 
counters. It was a security guard, and he was staring her down. Diana saw 
the shock in his eyes and heard the shakiness in his voice. Maybe the man 


feared a homeless person made it past him, possibly leading to the loss of 
his job. Without hesitation, she pulled the gown tighter and dashed for the 
exit door. The woman slammed her hands into the push bar but she hurt 
herself in the impact. It was locked. 

“Hey, stop!” The dark-skinned ball cap-wearing thirty-some-year- 
old tripped over his chair rushing for the door that led from his post. Diana 
looked at him, then looked over the exit from top to bottom. 

Aha! 

She had found latches at the bottom and top of the door. But as she 
reached to grab them, a hand appeared in her peripherals, latching onto her 
shoulder. With a firm grip, the guard forced her to face him. It didn’t bother 
her if he’d seen the particulars of her eyes, nose, or any other unique details. 
The cameras had already backed up all that information to a hard drive 
somewhere. No, she was more worried about being incapacitated again. If 
she was taken into custody, there would be no one to save her like she did 
Tan. 

“How the hell did you get—” 

Diana didn’t have a moment to waste. Swinging her free arm over, 
she karate-chopped the man’s wrist and shoved him away. Her push didn’t 
do much to deter him, only setting the man off balance, but it was enough. 
She turned, flipped the upper latch of the entrance door, and dashed around 
one of the rows of chairs. 

Distance. I have to keep my distance. 

The two individuals stared each other down like fighters in opposing 
corners of a ring. 

“You know... for downtown Cleveland, I don’t get to do my actual 
job too often. Every once in a while, I'll get a knock at the door from some 
crackhead, but this...” The man lunged in her direction. Diana’s immediate 
response was to dash behind, but for a man who claimed his job uneventful, 
his movements said that he had fantasized about this exact situation. His 
feet flew from behind the chair backing. The security guard predicted her 
move, jumping up and over them, now practically on top of her. 

However, it didn’t matter how prepared, or familiar with the 
surroundings he was. With his large height and bone mass, he moved like a 
boulder. Diana, being small and under her medically recommended weight, 


evaded his rush. A boom filled the room as his feet planted with a thud 
following, his arms cushioning his body from slamming into the wall. 

Diana rushed for the door, yanking on the metal pin. But with all the 
scurrying, her hands were sweaty and it was hard to get a grip. Thunderous 
footsteps filled the room as the man rushed her once more. 

This is it... it’s over. I’m sorry, lan. 

But just as she had given up hope, a loud squeeek filled the room 
following the sound of skin slapping the ground. She looked over at the 
groaning man who slipped on the well-polished floor. 

Praise be Zambonis! 

Diana dried her hands and stripped the metal pin from the door, 
slamming the handle again. 

Finally, she fell out into the lamp-lit road. The cold Lake Erie air 
blew through the streets. But there wasn’t time to relax. She didn’t know 
where, but she had to hide. No doubt the cops were being called, and they 
would be on top of her any moment. 

Diana mentally mapped out the roads she had to navigate to arrive at 
the rendezvous. It was through some bad parts of town, but death and 
dismemberment weren’t a concern for her. Even kidnapping, which 
Cleveland was particularly famous for, would only be a mild inconvenience 
as she knew to just bite off her tongue and hopefully be dumped on the side 
of the road somewhere when found dead by her wannabe sellers. 

But luckily, nothing she prepared herself for happened. Even night 
crawlers and good for nothings had a particular time of the night they get 
some shut-eye. 

The sky glowed a bright blue by the time she had made it under the 
specified bridge that overlooked Steelyard Commons. Diana sat and waited 
next to the used needles covering the ground. And after an hour, a car 
resembling Citrus’s parked itself at the entrance of a one-way street at the 
bottom of the hill. The passenger door opened. Finally, after a long and 
painful night, Diana smiled as she collapsed in Ian’s arms. 


FIFTEEN 


The boy slammed the cardboard box of canned goods at the top of the 
stairs. Running his fingers through his sweaty black hair, he looked back 
down the steps. Before Diana’s arrival, he only ventured up the stairs once a 
day to take a shower. But since the white hair beauty appeared, he felt he’d 
become all too familiar with the ascending carpet. 

“Citrus! I got another one down here for you.” 

“Alright, Pll grab it in a minute. Few more things to set up.” Ian 
looked at the entryway before turning to descend back to the kitchen. But 
some mumbling coming from the attic caught his attention. He wasn’t sure 
if the two girls were bickering or what, but the air between the two seemed 
to change from the first couple of days. 

Suddenly, sock-covered thuds on the bare wooden stairs rapidly 
approached. The door swung open, and a girl with snow-white bangs 
pinned atop her head jumped out. 

“Rawr!” Diana made a clawing motion with her hands like a 
Velociraptor jumping on their prey from a bush. Disappointed was the only 
way he could describe the face she displayed after he lacked her desired 
reaction to the jump scare. 

“What'd you expect? I could hear you flying down the stairs?” 

Diana’s shoulders slumped, her head dropping as she forced a 
sniffle. “You could at least humor me, Nian.” 

She’d been using that nickname ever since they’d gotten home. Ian 
wasn’t sure where she came up with it, or why she decided to start using it, 
but after everything she’d been through, she seemed to be in a surprisingly 
good mood, and he didn’t want to ruin that by denying her use of the new 
pet name. 

“You came down to grab the box?” 

Diana looked down as Ian pointed at the folded cardboard, guiding 
her attention to something she could help with. With Ian’s assistance, Citrus 
had already moved all the other tools and supplies up to the attic. But now, 
a few hammer bangs and a couple of shouts of pain later, he figured his 


sister was too occupied with building the false wall. So she must’ve sent 
Diana in her place. 

“Well, you gonna grab it?” he pointed again. 

“Don’t look down on me,” she said letting out another sniffle. “I’m 
helping up there too. You’re lucky I even came down to see you.” 

“You’re the one who agreed to stay up there! I just said you can run 
up if anyone came looking for you! Oh, shoot... I mean—” 

“Comes!” A shout interrupted from the attic. “That’s one hundred 
and one, little brother!” 

Shit. 

Ian slapped his hand against his forehead. The boy knew the stress 
of the situation showed. He could only imagine how many peaks and 
valleys of deep wrinkles were now developing on his face. 

Looking down at the girl as she mangled the flaps, he sighed, but 
smiled, knowing that the struggle was worth it. 

“Green beans! Bleh!” 

“Youll eat what we give you!” Of course, he knew they were just 
for emergencies in case of an extended stay where they couldn’t bring her a 
cooked meal. But he couldn’t help but feel underappreciated. After all, Ian 
and his sister settled on continuing their support of the girl instead of just 
tossing her to the wolves. Then again, leaving her to rot was never an 
option. Plus they were already too deep, helping this girl cure her affliction 
was their number one priority. 

As an added benefit, it kept Citrus out of her books and gave Ian 
time to cure his writer’s block. 

“Hey! Hey, Nian...” She looked back up at him from her crouched 
position. “Why don’t you go into the attic?” 

Ian stood in silence for a moment, recalling that he’d anticipated her 
eventually questioning. It’s a simple response, but he never wanted to be 
asked. Not because of the inquiry itself, but because of the answer. Normal 
people would be over it already, but there was an inherit issue he had 
involving death, or rather, the deaths of others around him. 

“I mean, by the way, Citrus implied it, I figured it’d be super 
spooky, but I didn’t see—” 

“That’s where our parents’ stuff is stored...” Even getting the 
sentence out was rough for Ian. The disappointment strained his throat in 


saying the words, but they had to be said. He had to confront it. Beating 
himself up about it forever wasn’t working. He needed to do something, but 
it was still painful. The fact that they were gone, still stung his heart. 
“Hershey’s stuff being up there doesn’t help either.” 

“Oh... I’m sorry... I didn’t—” 

“You didn’t know... I know. But I had to tell you eventually. If you 
didn’t ask now, you would’ve at some point if you stuck around long 
enough. Plus I’m sure talking about it will make it easier.” 

Diana put her head back down as if she regretted even asking in the 
first place. Ian couldn’t blame her. It’s just idle conversation accompanied 
by an honest question. But his reaction made it more than that, and even 
though he knew why, he felt he ruined the mood. Turning, he stepped down 
two stairs thinking about the last box that needed to be packed and brought 
up, or at least until Citrus decided that she needs something else. 

“Tan, wait!” His feet halted. Not at her request, but the lacking use 
of his new nickname that he’d already grown accustomed to. “Tf... If 
you're...” 

He turned to Diana to listen, but what he found was a saddened face 
with lips quivering. Her hands fiddled with one another, as she stammered. 
“I know it’s normal... to be bad with death... But if you’re bad with it, 
doesn’t that make me being here a burden?” 

Her question; he found it completely warranted. Ian hadn’t thought 
about the reasoning. Typically, he never indulged in conversations about 
death, but here was this girl who was the epitome of his fear and he was 
completely fine with her. 

His thoughts dropped off, finding the answer on the second go 
around. 

“Well, you’re still here aren’t you?” Diana nodded, wiping away her 
nervous sweats with her hand before drying it on Citrus’s borrowed thigh 
shorts. “As long as you’re not dead dead, I’Il do whatever I can to protect 
you from that fate. Death doesn’t scare me personally, but watching people 
I care about die and realizing that they’re gone forever... It makes me want 
to kill myself.” 

Diana, the girl with snow-white hair, had the face of bright red 
cherries. 

“You... you care about me...?” 


“Well... yeah. Why wouldn’t I?” 
Gasping, she stood up, taking the box in her arms to hide her face 
and without hesitation, stomped back upstairs. 


SIXTEEN 


Ian slammed the book back into its spot on the oak shelf. The black binding 
mixed back in with the others of different sizes, shapes, and conditions. Ian 
scratched his head as he looked up at the many shelves of books. He looked 
at the indication sign before but wanted to reassure himself. It read, 
Paranormal | Supernatural | Philosophy, printed in black lettering. 

I mean, it doesnt say “occult”, but the librarian said they didn t 
have a section for it. 

“This shit sucks,” he said, muttering to himself so as to not disturb 
the other patrons. 

Shhh. Still, he was busted. He didn’t notice one of the volunteers 
putting books away on the other side of the shelf. The embarrassment ran 
through his blood, but instead of making more noise by apologizing, he 
decided it best to move. Only a few books he glanced through held text 
involving spells, rituals, and witches, but nothing stood out to him as 
particularly helpful or even plausible. 

Then again, nothing about this seems plausible. At least, not from an 
outsider looking in... Maybe I should just go home. 

Sticking his hands in his pockets, Ian meandered over to a cove of 
shelves dedicated to general fiction. He knew he couldn’t go home. One 
reason was his sister kicking his ass for coming back empty-handed. 
Second, he didn’t want to be questioned by the cops again. 

When Citrus planned out a location to pick up Diana after the raid, 
she made sure to decide on a place with no cameras. But even though the 
plan was careful and calculated, the cops still stopped by the house. Of 
course, he knew the investigators weren’t stupid; protocol would’ve led 
them back to him regardless, but that didn’t make him any less paranoid. 

However, it seemed Reity and Hanna were off the case since it was 
officers he’d never met before who showed up asking if he’d seen Diana. It 
was easy to wave them off with a comment about how it wouldn’t be 
possible since they splattered her brains all over him. That answer satisfied 


them for the moment, but cops always revisit potential leads, so Ian didn’t 
want to be home just to be hammered again. 

Ian shuffled through more bindings, summaries, and author’s notes, 
anything to help him pick at least one book that sounded promising enough 
to sit down and read. A shiver went down his spine. Surely a telepathic sign 
from his sister telling him to read every book he picks up. But at this rate, 
he was already backed up on the number of books Citrus demanded of him. 
It was impossible to determine the more efficient path. 

But helping Diana is worth it... 

Still, a break couldn’t be helped. He’d been at it for hours, and the 
library was getting stuffy. Plus, the outside looked pretty enough to get 
some fresh air. He turned back to the shelf, grabbed the first book he saw 
with demons in the title, and took off out the front door of the library. 

Technically, he had to check the book out if it was leaving the 
building, but he was just going to sit on one of the stone benches 
constructed out front. It was a cloudy day today, but what parts of the sky 
that showed through, was crystal blue. He followed the brick path circling 
the front yard of the building. Even though he stopped and sat at the bench, 
the path led on, even crossing the street with displays of city heritage on the 
other side. 

He took in the beauty as people passed him by; taking diverging 
paths down the street or around the building. People were skateboarding, 
walking, and talking with ice cream cones, and even a few dog owners. He 
was happy for the relationship of every owner and pet that seemed like 
power partners, but it always strained his heart a bit remembering his border 
collie, Hershey. 

Nevertheless, he had work to do, and even the beautiful blonde 
across the street swiping at an augmented reality game on her cell phone 
wasn’t going to distract him. Cracking the book open, he started at the first 
chapter and began speed reading. But after making it ten pages in, he 
realized something. 

I’m... I’m not absorbing any of this! 

He looked up from the book at the sun-hatted blonde again. It 
seemed instead of swiping, she now turned to furiously tapping on the 
screen. She donned a beautiful long white sundress, the straps of which hid 
in the shadow of the large straw saucer sitting atop her head. The hat was 


large enough to cover most of her top and slim frame, but the very edges of 
the shoulders seemed to be burning easily. The only other parts that were 
visible of her estimated five foot nine height, were her feet; appropriately 
covered with brown leather sun sandals. 

Maybe... I should just go see what she’s playing... Seems like shes 
having a lot of fun after all... 

It’d been a while since he sat down and truly enjoyed a video game 
for anything other than to study the story. Maybe something to help relax 
his mind was just what he needed to build his motivation once again. He 
stood and continued along the brick path. The woman stood on it herself, 
just on the section across the street. There had to be some kind of event or 
bonus she was getting for being over there, and with it being a public path, 
it wouldn’t be creepy just to walk by and glance. 

He approached her steadily, the practically stolen library book still 
in tow. But as he watched, he became more enthralled. Her excited, “‘yays,” 
and disappointed, “‘awes,” were just too cute to not admire. The developers 
of whatever game she was playing should hire her for advertising. From her 
reactions alone, he was convinced he wanted to play and join in the fun. 

“Um, excuse me,” he raised a finger motioning for a minute of her 
time. 

Wait... what am I doing? I was supposed to glace, not engage. 

But it was too late. The woman began to turn around in the direction 
of the voice. “You seem to be really enjoying that... Detective Hanna?!” 

There was no doubt, it was surely the detective who let him off the 
hook with nothing more than a scarring experience to recall for the rest of 
his life. But he wondered how a girl so menacing at work, could be so 
playful and carefree in her time away from the badge. Then again, he 
thought back to the time that she talked to him about coffee and seemed like 
a total dork about the different beans. But after the officers visited him 
earlier that day, he didn’t want to be under any more stress, even if she was 
off the clock. 

“I am so sorry to bother you... Pll just be on my way.” 

“Wait!” Grabbing onto his shirt, the book slipped from his hand as 
she pulled him back into her. “Hold on mister.” 

He watched as an arm shot out over his shoulder and wrapped 
around his neck as if he just ran into an old buddy from middle school. An 


attempt to move was met with a tighter constriction, like a snake crushing 
its prey. However, she didn’t immediately say anything. All he heard were 
birds chirping in the trees, and more furious taps on her phone screen. The 
tendons in her arms tightening and loosening around his neck from tapping 
went on for about a minute. 

“Finally! Beat the raid. You would not believe how long that took 
me!” 

“Um, congratulations, Mrs.Lundin.” 

“Huh?!” Her bra didn’t take away from the softness of her estimated 
B-cup breasts as his head squished against one of the pair. Ian could feel her 
breathing down his neck as her arm tightened around the front of it. He 
couldn’t see her face, but he could feel a menacing look piercing his skull. 
That was the first time he’d ever called her anything but detective, but he 
figured he would address her more casually since she wasn’t working. 

But what was it I said? 

He recalled back to the minute she changed her tone with him. Then 
he recalled back to the other conversations they had before, trying to 
remember every detail about their interactions. But then, an alignment stood 
out as he remembered her hand, more specifically, her ring-less fingers 
grabbing up the coffee cup back in the interrogation room. 

“Mi... Miss! Miss Lundin!” She loosened her grip around his neck, 
letting him breathe into her arm. 

“That’s better. But I’m still not letting you go. What you did to me at 
the office was quite rude. First, you deny my coffee. Then you don’t even 
allow me to finish speaking?” 

“You offered me coffee?” 

“Did I?” He turned to see her pondering face glance up at the sky 
from under her sun hat. She was a knockout with her hazel-red eyes. Then 
there was the puncture scar on her lip that added bonus points for him. 
Something about women and battle wounds, no matter the tale that led to 
them. Her typical battle braid hairstyle looked good on her, but he was 
infatuated with how amazing her blonde hair looked straightened. She 
looked back down at his wandering eye and smiled. 

“So, are you gonna let me finish this time, or am I going to have to 
throw you in a cell?” 

Yep... this was the same detective Hanna. 


“Is there something I can help you with, detective?” 

“Actually, there is...” she said, looking away. He hadn’t noticed any 
sunburn on her face before, but it seemed as if it came on suddenly. “You’re 
going out for coffee with me.” 


SEVENTEEN 


The chattering of the patrons lounging around the coffee shop overlapped 
one another. Clicking keyboards and tapping thumbs on phone screens 
could almost be crafted into an orchestra if directed properly. With so many 
individuals in one space, some should be sweltering from the heat of the 
enclosed carbon dioxide being expelled. But Ian found himself quite 
chilled. The ventilation and A/C systems were probably huffing and wining 
somewhere as they worked overtime. Soft white light from the bulbs gave 
the shop a nice sunset feeling, appropriate for the time he and Hanna had 
arrived. It was getting late, and he was sure Citrus would be expecting him 
back if she wasn’t buried neck-deep in research again. 

“Um, sir.” 

Scratching his brow, he still wasn’t totally sure about the situation. 
Whether the blonde beauty had work-related ulterior motives with this 
invitation was still an unanswered question. Just off that alone, he felt he 
should’ve declined. Plus, being bombarded with questions again was one of 
his least favorite activities, but he knew it had to be coming. But at that very 
moment, he said, “Sure,” he didn’t have the confidence to give any other 
answer. It was a truly unknown wonder how Citrus always made it to the 
end of hundred-question interviews with a camera crew surrounding her. He 
knew that if any of his stories ever found notoriety, he just wanted to be 
emailed a questionnaire and answer it in his own time. 

“Tan,” a tap on his shoulder brought his thoughts back to the 
moment. 

“Yes, ma’am?” he stiffened his stance as if he’d just been called on 
by a leader in the barracks. 

“Your drink hun,” he glanced over at Hanna, then at the concerned- 
looking barista. Stumbling forward, Ian grabbed the cup with his name on 
it, and with a, “thank you,” the two of them stepped outside the crowded 
room. Hanna pointed out some wooden picnic tables on the side of the 
building on their way in, deciding that’d be the best place to chat. 


They both settled into their seats across from each other. Hanna 
blew on the mouthpiece of her cup a few times before taking a sip. 
Immediately, she stuck out her tongue; a painful look on her face. “Bleh! 
Hot!” 

Ian chuckled, nervously tapping on his sleeved paper cup. The urge 
to comment hit him, but something pulled him away from starting the 
conversation. He was still worried about what this sudden invitation 
entailed; the catch to it all. It was clear that she would ask him something 
eventually, the answer leading into another question, then another. 
Nevertheless, there was no escape, not now anyway. His nerves were 
keeping the bottoms of his shoes planted to the ground. 

“Do you like it?” Hanna interrupted, her soft voice very different 
from the one she’d introduced herself with at his sister’s house. But he was 
taken by surprise with that simple question. It wasn’t an interrogative 
question, not in the sense he’d expected anyway. It was just a normal 
question, but he was sure it was just the start. An icebreaker. 

“Hmm? Like it? Um... I haven’t tried it yet.” He decided it best to 
play along for now since he hadn’t time to think about an escape plan. But 
now he found himself at maximum capacity. His brain split between 
thinking of an exit and the next thing to say to prevent him from landing in 
hot water. A headache set in as if to alert of the neurons beginning to fry. 
“You know, you didn’t have to pay for it. I could’ve gotten it myself.” 

She let out a laugh waving her hand dismissively, “I know that, but 
you can’t let me take you to a coffee shop, let me pick your drink, and then 
pay for it yourself! If ’'m going to experiment on anyone’s taste buds, it 
won’t be by their dollar.” 

Hanna’s smile was pure white, not a stain in sight. Shocking for 
someone who seemed to be an ordained minister at the church of Coffee. 
Perhaps after encountering numerous disgruntled dentists, she had a 
whitening regimen mapped out. But all of that work paid off. Her smile, Ian 
found it contagious. He knew his teeth weren’t nearly as perfect as hers, but 
he couldn’t help but shed a small grin. 

“There it is!” she said, sipping her cup, holding it with both hands 
like a child. “I haven’t seen you smile since you bragged about knowing the 
meaning behind my last name.” 


“Bragged?” It was a reflex, his deflective shout anytime someone 
accused him of something he didn’t believe, especially if it was something 
they thought about his person. 

A chuckle from the woman followed. “Yes! Bragged! It’s been a 
very long time since I’ve seen someone so excited to show off their 
knowledge!” 

Ian didn’t know how to interpret her comment. Should he be 
insulted, or flattered? Should he argue against her judgment, or accept it as 
praise? He wasn’t even sure why he cared at that point. He was just trying 
to evade the situation is all... right? 

“My sister taught me everything I know. So if you want to prosecute 
someone, talk to her!” He wasn’t sure what he was saying. Neither his 
rebuttal nor word choice was doing him any favors in defending himself. 
De-escalating the conversation was not his forte. 

“I’m not prosecuting anyone!” she set her drink down, dismissively 
waving her hands once again, but in a more panicked state this time around. 
“Matter of fact, you remind me of my sister, and I taught her everything I 
knew too!” 

That response helped to calm him. The fact that she seemed more 
panicked than he was at his misunderstanding helped. But even though he 
was calm, he was still confused. This conversation was just a conversation. 
A casual talk two people would sit down to have with each other. 
Commenting about the recent weather, or how work had been, started to 
feel like such a natural thing to say at this point. Was she trying to trick him, 
or was this just a genuine gesture? 

Ian couldn’t decide, and if the conversation kept progressing this 
way, he didn’t know how he’d decipher her intentions if there were any at 
all. He watched as she went back to sipping her cup with a dorky carefree 
look on her face, enjoying the flavor. Watching the setting sun dip in and 
out of the clouds must’ve added to it since her gaze was transfixed by its 
beauty. Suddenly, a firefly landed on the brim of her hat, lighting up her 
face. 

“Awe, it’s so adorable! Look, Ian. Isn’t it cool?” 

“Are you even an adult?!” Bewilderment consumed him as he 
wondered how he could ever be intimidated and manipulated by such a 
goofy girl. Palming his face was starting to become all too regular for him. 


The stress and confusion these girls were causing seemed to be all but 
certain to lead to croaking at an early age. Taking a sip from the now cooler 
liquid, his lips rose a bit. 

“Wow... this is insanely good,” he whispered to himself. It tasted 
nothing like what Citrus always defaulted to while wandering through the 
store aisles. There was a nutty, yet sweet flavor that danced on his tongue. 
He’d gotten two creamers and two sugars, but he felt like those were 
hindrances at this point. This was the first time he wanted to taste test black 
coffee. 

Ian looked up at the woman, her smile warming his heart as she 
played with the lightning bug. That same heart started to soften to this 
seemingly incredible individual. There was no choice anymore, even if he 
still wanted to leave as quickly as possible, he couldn’t. His mind and body 
would no longer allow him to move from the seat. He wanted to get to 
know this person. 

“Hanna,” but he still needed to know. “Why did you bring me here? 
Is it about the case?” 

“Huh?” she looked up from the tiny glowing friend she’d made 
crawling on her finger. “No? I just wanted to get to know you. I know I’ve 
only seen you at your worst, but after what happened at the station, I just 
got this feeling that you were pretty cool.” 

His jaw could’ve hit the floor if it were able. Her response, if it was 
the truth, meant he had her wrongly pegged all along. Many thoughts ran 
through his mind, but only the feeling of being a misjudging asshole stood 
out. 

This is just a coffee date?! 

After this realization, he retook his seat, and they went on to have a 
long back-and-forth. He learned a lot of things about her job as a detective 
and a few of the crazy cases she had to take downtown. Even bringing up 
the case involving him, the both of them snickering about the moment they 
met. She told him about her family origins in Sweden, and what it was like 
being taught the language by her mom. 

“Yeah, but I’m too rusty now. It’s been a while since I’ve even 
practiced. My sister used to keep me on my toes with new words she’d 
learn, but I'd forgotten them all now.” 


“Used to? You two don’t keep in touch?” But after asking, it was the 
first time he’d seen that face again; the more serious visage Hanna was 
capable of. “I... I’m sorry... I didn’t mean to say anything wrong.” 

“Nah... It’s okay. It had to come up eventually.” She stretched her 
arms over her head, seeming ready to turn in for the night. “My sister, Ella. 
She died in a fire a while back. My mother too.” 

The sorrow he felt from her voice as she answered after smiling all 
evening, broke something inside of him. What was breaking him, even 
more, was the pain of losing his parents’ rising inside his gut. Ian wasn’t 
sure if he should bring it up in an attempt to comfort her or show that in 
some way he could understand her situation. 

“I... Pm sor...” But just as he was about to drop that stereotypical 
response, an idea struck him. “You should come over!” 

Her cheeks puffed up in red, “I... Ian... Are you secretly a player?!” 

“What?! No! I live with my sister and she loves coffee! You should 
make her a cup!” 

Her face went from flustered to puzzled in the blink of an eye, but 
who wouldn’t with a sudden subversion of the topic like that? It was 
already getting late, but there was no way he’d let her go home on such a 
dreary note. Ian scooped up her hand and helped her up from the picnic 
table, moving towards her car. He opened her driver-side door and told 
Hanna to follow him. He wasn’t sure if it was a good idea with Diana being 
in the attic, but his excitement overwrote his concern. 

He opened Citrus’s car door, tried to ignore the shadow he noticed 
lurking in the parking lot, started the engine, and left for home. 


EIGHTEEN 


Not long after the pair arrived, Ian led Hanna inside. He was right to 
assume Citrus would be waiting for him. The tapping of fingertips echoed 
off the kitchen table as they walked in. He could tell she was fuming. Not 
only was he home so late with no updates, but with a stranger; a beautiful 
woman no less, in tow. Understandably, she became even more ferocious, 
finding out that this was the woman who’d arrested him. Citrus seemed deaf 
to any explanation, shouting at the woman while attempting to dive at her, 
only being physically stopped by Ian’s body blocking. 

But now, Ian stood at the attic door, the two women and their calm 
chatters reverberating up the stairs. He stared. He kept staring. Ian analyzed 
every inch of the old wooden door; its white paint slowly peeling. His 
vision glanced over the nickel handle that Citrus and him installed after 
they broke the old cut glass one during Diana’s move to the attic. It refused 
to latch after that, and Ian just couldn’t stand the thought of it just eerily 
sitting ajar as the ghosts behind it called to him. But that didn’t matter now. 
He wanted to see her. He stretched his arm in the direction of the knob, but 
as he did, it looked as if it were a mile away. Ian’s vision distorted with 
waves as if a sudden migraine started. The faces of his mother and father 
rode those waves. 

However, a different vision rose front and center. Diana. After 
everything she’d been through, and the trials she’d yet to face, she still 
stood strong. If he had to decide on another reason to admire her, other than 
being what he felt was a great friend, it was to learn from her. Yet, the 
person he wanted to match in courage was just beyond the door. The door 
that was holding him back. The door he feared so much. She was there. Ian 
knew he had to open it and walk through. He knew no matter how far that 
handle felt, he had to reach for it, grab it, and in doing so, embrace her and 
all her strengths. 

Committing the motion and the determination to memory, he 
executed exactly what he knew he had to. The surface of the handle was 


slick from sweat, but he twisted the knob. The door was heavy as if instead 
of opening it, he was carrying it on his shoulder. But he still swung it open. 

The old wooden steps were high and countless as if he were in the 
stairwell of a skyscraper. Still, he ascended them. And with every step he 
took, her image became more clear in his mind, and after turning at the top 
stop, it became clear in his eyes. 

White hair, resembling that of a rabbit’s fur, bobbed next to a dim 
lamp that lit the words of a Stephen King novel. She flipped the page, but as 
it turned, she looked up, seeming to notice the shadow in the darkness of 
the long box-filled attic. He thought their eyes met for a moment, but 
perhaps the unsure nature of the darkness was what led her to glance back 
to her pages. But with the inevitable double take, it seemed the realization 
had finally clicked. 

“Ni... Nian...?” she gasped, her eyes squinted while tears pooled. 

Motioning with his hand to keep her voice down, he whispered, 
“Yeah, it’s me.” 

A smile appeared on her face, while the muscles in his cheeks 
tightened. It seemed Diana thought about getting up to greet him, but after a 
failed attempt to get up, she decided a pat on the spot next to her was 
sufficient. lan happily took the offered seat. 

“I thought you didn’t want to come up here?” In his peripheral 
vision, he could see Diana looking at his cheek, before sending a shiver up 
his back by placing her head on his shoulder. Ian wanted to reply but found 
it hard to speak. Even though they’d been in similar and not-so-similar 
positions before, it was still nerve-racking to be around this girl. Even after 
all their time together, he still didn’t feel all that confident about physical 
interactions. 

“T’ve decided that I’m going to try to grow up a bit... with your help 
of course. Is that okay?” 

“Gro... grow up?” It seemed she was having trouble keeping her 
voice down. “I didn’t think you’d be ready for that already.” 

“T mean, I have to...” then her jab landed. “Not that way! I meant 
that I want to get over these feelings I have about this place, about my 
memories, and I think I need your help to do it. I mean, look at me, you’ve 
gotten me this far already.” Ian gestured to himself, implying that his being 
there was a testament to her help. Placing her book down, she brought her 


hands forward and displayed an inaudible two-finger clap, before placing 
her hand on his knee, playfully rustling it. Diana didn’t give a vocal reply, 
but he could feel she agreed with his notion and was proud of him. 

Minutes passed in the attic. He informed her of the guest they had 
over, stressing the need to whisper, but after the warning, it was dead silent. 
Ian didn’t mind. Even if there wasn’t a conversation going on, he felt 
comfortable, safe even, being next to Diana, being close to her, being warm 
with her. He went to move but only noticed now that his head was leaning 
against hers for an unknowable amount of moments. At first, he wanted to 
cease and apologize, but something told him it was alright to be this close to 
her. 

Ian inquired about what renovations Citrus made for Diana to hide. 
And after a quick explanation of extending the drywall behind the chimney 
stack, it fell back to silence. It seemed no matter what conversation he 
thought up to break the silence, they’d fall right back in. 

But after a few cycles of this, she led the way. 

“Can I ask what happened to your parents?” 

Suddenly, he felt some sort of unintentional revenge for the 
uncomfortable state, he’d put Hanna in over coffee. Ian placed his head 
against the wall looking up into the darkness. He couldn’t muster any 
immediate response, other than the few sighs he gave thinking about where 
to start. Confidence in discussing that subject still wasn’t there. He felt 
nothing could provide enough strength to be ready to talk about them. 
However, that was when an old saying came to mind. Something about, talk 
about your problems and it might help. Ian didn’t know if it was true, but 
one thing was. The younger boy trapped inside of him knew it was time to 
give someone something of what he had bottled up inside years ago. Ian 
closed his eyes and thought back to the ominous image of the stairs leading 
into the attic. He looked over at Diana’s inquisitive but soft eyes. 

I wouldnt have made it this far without you. 

The full story with each and every memory that haunted the inside 
of his skull wouldn’t be coming out today, but anything would be a start. 

“The, uh... I hope it’s okay if I keep it short. I just... I don’t think I’m 
ready yet.” He turned over and confirmed the nod of her head, then the 
memories began playing back as vividly as a movie on the big screen. “It 
was a few summers ago. The three of us were at an old park. My mother 


was adamant about my father getting into shape. My dad always said if had 
to be dragged into it, so did Hershey, that was our dog. Hershey wasn’t 
overweight, just a black-and-white fluff ball. My dad and I argued about 
that a lot, but if it got him to take his health a little bit more seriously, taking 
Hershey with us was no big deal. So we’d go up to Ross Park and walk laps 
around the abandoned baseball diamond. One day, I felt confident in 
myself, and decided to run laps while they still walked.” Ian went to 
breathe, but a flu-like snorting sound came from his nose. It was full, and so 
were his eyes. “While I was on the far side of the park, I noticed I didn’t see 
them any longer.” 

The sweat from his brow burned his eyes. Winded was not how he 
felt, but his lungs and heart felt like they were racing each other. His mouth 
ran dry, his voice beginning to crack. 

“I... um... I kept my lap going, but... there was this hill. It was a 
wooded area, but open in a way. Anyway, I got to that section where abouts 
I last saw them and started looking. Well... that shirt... that stupid blue shirt. 
The one with the big ole Go Fish lettering under the iron-on of a man 
playing cards with a bass. The one I got him for Father’s Day. I saw it, at 
the bottom of the hill. The cops... they... thought I did it, but the park faces a 
row of houses and a person was on their back porch and testified for me 
even though they didn’t see how my folks ended up at the bottom of that 
hill.” 

Diana placed her hand on his shaking leg, snapping him back to the 
reality of this moment. Ian knew it was the past, of course, it was the past, 
but he re-lived it every day like it was still that day. He felt like he could go 
on, but he wasn’t sure if he wants to. Thankfully, he was right about one 
thing. Sharing felt like a release of his mentality. Talking to someone, other 
than his sister, about the flashbacks felt euphoric in a way. 

That sensation felt like enough to settle on the decision to continue 
his tale, but a quiet alarm behind Diana sounded, cutting him off. She 
reached over looking at the digital device finding the disabled touch button 
atop it. He looked over her shoulder to see that it was eleven o’clock at 
night. 

“Wow, it’s already that late? I should be heading back downstairs.” 
But as Ian placed his hands on the floor, another hand laid on top of the 
back of his. 


“Nian... I have a bit of a selfish request of you, and I hope you can 
understand.” Diana turned, grabbing onto an orange pill bottle. She held it 
out to him, and though there were tablets inside, the container had no label 
or any other indication of what they were. “We didn’t really talk to you 
about it, but Citrus and I decided this was the best option if I was going to 
be up here alone. The only issue now... is how scared I am to take it... to 
take one of these cyanide pills she made.” 

Even though this kind of conversation was par for the course at this 
point, it was still hard for him to comprehend. He knew what she was 
asking, and of course, he’d be there for her. But he just couldn’t understand 
why it had to be this way for her. They couldn’t just be a couple of friends 
sitting alone and chatting. It always had to involve something horrific like 
this. 

Ian watched as tears began to fill her eyes looking down at the 
bottle. He decided it best to hold her free hand and hold it tight, while he 
reassured her that he was here. Diana looked up at him, grabbed one of the 
pills from the bottle, and laid on her back, and even though they provided 
her with a memory foam pillow, she instead opted to use his lap as one. 

“I’m sorry I’m being so selfish. You’ve already done so much for 
me.” Diana let out a sob with tears rolling down her cheeks as she looked 
up at him. 

“Its okay, lll always be here for you.” Ian raised his hand, and 
placed it on her head, using his thumb to rub it gently. She paused for a 
moment, before sobbing harder, but this time, with a smile. Looking down 
at the pill she held, she squeezed and turned it a bit, examining it in its 
entirety, before placing it between her top and bottom molars, biting down. 
A popping noise came from her mouth, but then silence, as they both sat 
there, waiting. 

Suddenly, her whole body began to convulse as if she fell into an 
epileptic seizure. Foam spewed from her mouth, her eyes rolling back in her 
head. Ian latched onto her hand tighter, trying to hold her head still as he 
continued to run his hand over her head. The shaking went on for a few 
seconds, but each one of those seconds felt like forever. 

After her movements ceased, he brushed his hand over her forehead 
once more, moving the hair from her face. He sat up from the wall, pulling 
the shirt off his body. Folding it up, he wiped the foam from her mouth, 


turned her head to the side, placed his shirt under her cheek, and rinsed out 
her mouth with a bit of bottled water. She couldn’t possibly do this all 
alone, he knew that much after only witnessing the process once. After 
committing to either being beside her each time she had to use this method 
of suicide or finding an alternate one, he set her head down gently on the 
proper pillow. Ian took one last look at her face as he covered her up with a 
blanket before twisting the plastic knob to turn the light off. 


NINETEEN 


After grabbing a black unisex shirt from the floor of his sister’s bedroom, 
he made his way back down the steps to the kitchen where Hanna seemed 
to be ready and waiting for him to send her off. Citrus looked unpleased, 
but not with the meeting. The smell of a fresh brew and her mostly drank- 
cup of coffee reassured him of that. If he had to guess, it was the fact that he 
planned on heading back out into the late night with this woman. But if she 
stopped him, Citrus would be contradictory to the lessons she led him with 
about being courteous to women and such. 

The two-night dwellers made it out to the sidewalk, now standing at 
the parked car. Though one of them is leaving tonight, the owner of the 
vehicle leaned against the passenger door of the cobalt 2014 Nissan Altima. 
She pressed her back into the window, looking up at the night sky. Luckily, 
Citrus lived far enough away from the big city that only on certain nights 
was the sky starless, but not this night. Ian wanted to join in the view but 
didn’t want to intrude on her personal space or lean on her car for that 
matter. 

“Hey, I just wanted to thank you for tonight, Mr.Debole. Talking to 
your sister reminded me of many fond memories of conversations I used to 
have with my own. It’s still quite a shocker that she’s the famous author. 
Not a fan of her work, but not every day you meet a celebrity.” 

He’d wondered where the “Mr.Debole” came from, but now it made 
sense. That was also the reason he’d opted to use his middle name, Derrik, 
on orders and paperwork after she’d topped the sales charts. Ian and his 
family learned about the need for animosity after fans found out where they 
lived before Citrus moved out. Hopefully, he could trust Hanna enough not 
to let this become a repeat of that. But even one slip up to Detective Reity, 
and it’d probably leak to the entire neighborhood and then some. With his 
mind’s eye, he could see the moving van parked out front in the near future. 

He took another look at the blonde, her sunhat now placed over her 
waist, her hair blowing in the cool night wind. 

“Hey, detective—” 


“Pm thinking that if you call me ‘detective’ outside of work again, I 
might punch you.” 

“Hanna!” He corrected himself without skipping a beat. “Hanna... 
speaking of your work, I hope we’re okay now.” 

She pondered for a moment, wrapping her fingers around her chin in 
a sarcastic gesture. That sense of women trying to cause him an early death 
by fiddling with handfuls of his emotions reemerged. But as his palm was 
starting for his forehead, Hanna stood from her car for a second, wrapped 
her arm around his neck, and pulled him against the car with her. 

“Tan, if tonight doesn’t tell you that we’re cool, I want you to look 
up at those stars and tell me what your first reaction is.” 

“Breathtaking?” 

“No, you dumb shit!” She pushed on his shoulder, the two of them 
squeaking their butts against the car window from the force. “Cool! I was 
trying to be cool, by saying we’re cool, but now you made it uncool! You 
ruined the whole thing!” 

There it was again, her contagious laugh revealed her smile. It was 
shining bright like the stars they were watching. He didn’t need the house’s 
porch light or the street lamps to see it. The way she glistened in the 
moonlight; it was breathtaking. 

“Well, I guess I better get going, I have to get home and finish up 
before bed. Have to go to work tomorrow.” She stole a glance at him, their 
eyes meeting, before walking around to her driver-side door. “I know most 
people wouldn’t want to see a cop again, but, I hope to see you soon Ian.” 

He smiled and bounced off her car, giving her a wave as she started 
the engine and took off down the road. Watching as her tail lights 
disappeared around the corner, he walked over and sat down on the bottom 
stoop. He couldn’t help but think of all the things that happened that day: 
picking up Diana from under a sketchy bridge, moving her to the attic, 
helping her to kill herself... again. Then there was running into Hanna, 
going out to have coffee with her, and even inviting her to his house. 

Even though things were weird, it seemed like they might be 
changing for the better in a way, or at the least calming down for his sake. 
He rested his back on the cold steps and looked back up at the sky. Each 
day, each hour, he didn’t know what life would bring him anymore. The last 


few cycles had been hectic, but he just had to follow Diana’s example and 
keep pushing forward. 

Someone tapping on glass from the house startled him. Looking up 
over his shoulder, he saw Citrus pointing her finger at her wrist. 

“I guess it’s time to go in before I get yelled out,” he groaned, 
cracking the stiffness out of his back. But as he took a step up the stairs, a 
whisper sent shivers up his spine. He looked around the street, the yards, 
the cars, but he saw nothing. But in taking another step, the voice whispers 
again, but more clearly. 

“Over heeere.” 

“Nope!” Jumping up the stairs, he dove through the kitchen door, 
slamming it and locking it behind him. His heart dropped to his stomach, 
his spine uncontrollably shaking. 

“What was that?!” Citrus called from the living room, her head 
poking back from over the couch. 

“Nuh... nuh... nothing sis. Just spooked myself is all.” Now that the 
door was locked, he knew it’d probably be okay. It wasn’t the first weirdo 
he ran into in the neighborhood late at night. After all, their cul-de-sac was 
just off the main road which sat between two busy intersections that led 
from sketchier neighborhoods. Would only take someone drunkenly 
stumbling around to accidentally end up in their neighbor’s bushes. 

After the scare, he took off up the stairs, and set a world record for 
the quickest shower, while still thoroughly cleaning himself. 

“Huh, that was quick,” Citrus said, watching Ian come down the 
steps, his hair still drenched. “You sure you even cleaned yourself.” 

“Yes, now are you planning on sleeping down here again, or am I?” 
Flashbacks of the nightmares he had while sleeping in her bed made him 
hope she’d sleep upstairs this time. 

“What’re you talking about? I figured we’d watch a movie.” 

“But we watched one last night, and you ended up falling asleep 
down here.” 

She seemed perplexed by his comment, “Down here? We slept 
together last night.” 

“Yeah, but then I covered you up and you slept on the couch, I had 
to sleep upstairs.” 

“Tan... we both slept upstairs, remember? You owe me.” 


He thought back, over, and over, and over again. He recalled what 
he could of the exact memories of the prior night, repeatedly. Ian tried to 
make sense of what happened. Where did reality end? Where did the 
nightmare begin? Ian wasn’t sure the woman in front of him was even his 
sister. 

But... of course it is. 

This was the one woman he trusted the most. This was the loving 
sibling he had known his entire life. She was not some monstrous creature 
attacking him in the night. 

Then the thought he had just moments earlier echoed like a long 
empty hallway. 

The last few days had been hectic. 

Not just hectic, but bizarre in every sense of the word. With that 
solidified factor, Ian decided it best to just make his way to the guest 
bedroom, and lock the door. 

He took a step back, then another. “With everything that’s been 
going on, I just really need some rest.” 

“Tan...” Citrus said, standing from the couch. She gave him that 
concerned look she had always given him any time something was wrong. 
But as his distance from her widened, her face grew increasingly worried as 
she screamed, “Watch it!” 

But before he could figure out what she meant by the words of 
warning, his foot had sunken like he’d missed a step. The door of the 
basement passed him by as his body continued its free fall. 

She never leaves the basement door open. 

Ian felt the corner of a hard surface connect to the nape of his neck, 
then darkness. 


TWENTY 


He hated the clichéd sound of dripping water. It reminded him of cheap 
horror movies and bad novels. But he was unable to move and stop the 
leaky faucet that was causing it. The wooden chair held him steady during 
the dizzy spell he was experiencing, but the seat Ian was planted in, seemed 
like a permanent fixation. As he tugged his arms, they didn’t move. The 
cloth around his wrists. It was causing him pain. A matching one in his 
mouth was burning the sides of his lips. But just as he was regaining 
consciousness, he heard whispers coming from the dark room around him. 


+o + 


Soon after, white was the only color the boy’s eyes could see upon 
their opening. Rubbing his hands on his wrists, then his face, there was no 
pain and no burn. He was unbound. He stood, looking around the colorless 
space, realizing this wasn’t his first time. 

“Oh-ho shit... Pm back in that place again!” A grimace wheeze left 
Ian’s mouth as he ran both hands through his hair. He couldn’t believe it, 
that somehow he was back in that place again, the same space he met that 
entity, Rycklid. Weakness struck his knees. He threw himself back in an 
attempt to land safely on his butt. He failed. But as he anticipated the pain 
shooting through his back from landing, it wasn’t the hard surface of the 
floor he woke up on. 

The white room he initially woke up in was gone, the ceiling now a 
carpeted dark red. 

Wait, who the hell would put carpet on the ceiling? 

The moment Ian sat up, an aroma of flowery perfume smacked him 
in the face. Sure enough, the whole room had changed. It was all red, the 
red of a heart, and not the heart muscle. He thought it more resembled 
different shades of the red of a heart balloon, or the coloring of a heart 
shape in cartoons, even the capitalist brainwashing color of Valentine’s Day. 
The walls were red, the door was red, the lamp, the floor, the furniture, even 
the bed he was sitting on was red. 


There wasn’t anything that helped him eliminate possibilities of his 
whereabouts individually, but all together, he figured it must be a hotel 
room. But if he was just in the demon’s domain before, and the living room 
of Citrus’s house before that, how did he end up here? There was no doubt 
in his mind that it still wasn’t real, but why would Rycklid’s domain change 
so drastically? 

He patted down the Pima cotton sheets; the fabric tickling his hand. 
The fibers were the most pleasant softness he’d ever experienced. 
Unexpectedly, he was barefooted. Ian stretched his toes out, running them 
across the soft red carpet, the bristles massaging his feet. Affixing himself 
upright, Ian moved around the room inspecting each thing he came across. 
The drawers next to each side of the bed were empty, but there was a glass 
bowl on top, one of them full of sealed condoms. 

Wait... Is this a love hotel?! 

Ian jumped back from the bowl, slipping on a silky cloth. Though 
the carpet was soft, his tailbone felt pain, the floor beneath him creaking. 
He looked down at the fabric that caused his tumble, but as he picked it up, 
a door bashed against the wall in the hall outside. 

A feminine shrill rang out piercing his ears as if the owner were in 
the room with him. Heavy footsteps vibrated the floor. He concealed 
himself behind the bed thinking someone was about to break in, but the 
runner dashed away. Suddenly, Ian’s strength shattered as multiple gunshots 
rattled the air around him. It was quiet for a moment, but as a distant thud 
followed the silence, an uncontrollable shaking overtook his entire being. 

He clutched onto something, sliding closer to the back wall. Then, 
another door exploded louder than the last. This time, a masculine voice 
squealed, before another three gunshots shook the walls of his room. 
Silence followed. Then a woman chuckled and slammed a door, cutting off 
a different man’s muffled sobs. 

I gotta get the hell outta here! 

The thought of it all being contained within his mind, or a contained 
pocket of reality, was still a comprehendible idea. But as the moments went 
on, it mattered less and less. The realism of the things happening around 
him was too much for him to handle. So much so, he’d forgotten he was 
holding onto a soft piece of clothing for comfort. He opened his palms, 
spreading the piece in front of him. 


It too, was red, but as he parted the wrinkled shoulder straps, he 
only now noticed that his comfort object during these frightening events 
was a lingerie top. It was in that moment, as silence filled his processing 
mind, that he heard dripping. Echoed was that same leaky faucet dripping in 
that basement. The tapping sound of water beads hitting was directional to 
his current location. The second door to the room, the one with a glass 
panel, was the culprit of the rhythmic tone. 

But the door itself wasn’t the culprit, he knew that much. It was 
whatever resided behind it. The room was most likely a bathroom, the one 
place any decent human would use to clean up before or after a fuck fest. 
Throwing one dirtied body atop of another hoping for a sexy moment was 
an unthinkable thing to do. Ian never even gave it a thought to do something 
so vile. But if it wasn’t him who was washing up then— 

The doorknob twisted. Continuing to hide beside the condom- 
holding nightstand, Ian watched, as a white leg stepped out from behind the 
door frame. He looked up as a pair of Cs attached to a toned body softly 
bounced. Long black wet hair ran up from the woman’s back to the top of 
her head, green eyes peered from behind the loose strains. 

“Ah, so you’re finally up.” The woman’s voice was mellow, dead 
even, but also held a hint of authority. No, it wasn’t both mellow and 
authoritarian, but as if she were speaking with multiple voices at once, 
layered together with an audio mixer. Ian wasn’t even aware of the wet 
towel she was holding, until she threw it onto the bed, revealing her lower 
half. 

The labia of her vagina became more visible with each step she took 
near his position. In high-school, Ian had always heard that the clitoris was 
an elusive piece of the womanly puzzle, remembering the exact words, 
hidden behind the drapes. But if the small bump he was fixated on at the 
top of her southern lips was that infamous missing link, this girl’s was on 
full display. 

Before he had any time to react, the woman was on top of him, 
propping herself above his folded knees, and sitting on his lap. Nothing 
could stop the erect rod underneath his shorts from bending against her 
thighs. Her hips swayed back and forth, his shorts slowly sliding up his 
legs. Ian’s brain was empty of words, but his actions were still responding. 


Moving his arms down around her body, he reached for the ends of 
his shorts to pull the ends back down, but just as his fingertip touched the 
seams, the woman latched onto his wrists and slammed them against the 
wall. Her grip was intense as if the ropes had returned, but without the 
burning sensation. No matter where he looked, he saw sexually enticing 
things: her rocking hips, her wobbling nipples, even the jiggling mountains 
her pink poking ponds sat upon. The only escape from the sexual onslaught 
was her face. 

As if the situation wasn’t already intense, her face was more so. It 
read as if she’d been waiting for this moment for many years. Her strength 
outmatched his, her body weighing down his legs, her arm muscles on full 
display as they held his wrists. There was truly nothing, nothing he could do 
but watch her face, those green eyes staring back at him. 

Nerves shot through his body and mind. Inches at a time, his shorts 
and boxers moved up his thigh. Her cleanly shaved pelvis rubbed against 
his rock-hard member, the stride growing more and more aggressive. Ian’s 
sweat poured over him. The woman’s sweat fell onto him, now running its 
course down his forehead. 

Then, it finally happened. The muscles in his face tightened. Hers 
grew menacing yet, nervous at the same time. Just like her voice, it wasn’t 
as if it were both in one, but he could make out two faces displaying 
different emotions within the woman’s singular face. 

“Please... let’s talk about this. I mean, I appreciate the offer, but this 
isn’t really how... I mean, we should talk first... right?” 

The woman smiled but also seemed to contemplate his plea. “I talk 
in a very special language. Do you know what that might be?” 

The use of only the mellow voice, caught him off guard, as if the 
second voice didn’t follow this one’s words. Not responding was the only 
response he could give, as he felt it worse to play along with the question 
she’d asked. He just wanted a little diplomacy, but she denied him this 
request. Instead, she answered herself. 

She leaned down next to his ear and whispered, “Climax.” 

With her final dully spoken word, she slammed her hips down, the 
moisture secreting from her nether. As it pooled around his curly pubes, her 
insides plunged down his shaft again, causing her discharge to splash 
against his stomach. 


He was blind. His eyes felt like they had rolled back in pleasure. 
Ian’s cock was melting inside the walls of her scorching internals. The tip of 
his rod swam past her G-spot and smashed against the entrance of her 
womb. 

A sensation he’d felt many times before while masturbating, started 
to rise inside of him, much more quickly than any time he self-induced it. 
The weight of her body raised from his, the tight hold her vagina 
maintained yanked on his penis as she lifted. The shaft had escaped her 
insides and the circumcised mushroom followed soon after. However, the 
very tip of his rod could still feel the sweltering heat radiating as the jaw 
between her thighs hovered above it. 

The black-haired beauty slammed back down onto his hips, forcing 
the entrance of his urethra into a forced kiss with her cervix. She rose, then 
dropped, and repeated, like a hastily operated vertical amusement ride, 
raising then dropping its passengers over and over without stopping. Ian’s 
climax was fast approaching, his penis leaking more fluids with every 
pump. His body tightened involuntarily as if lockjaw had struck his entire 
being. As the cum exploded out, the locks on his muscles loosened, then 
tighten, before he dropped to the bed, releasing a loud moan. 

The woman slammed down one final time, his cock twitching inside 
of her. Her moans filled the room, her prostatic fluids flowing down his leg 
and stomach, soaking his shorts. Both of their movements ceased, but after 
catching his breath, she looked back up at her. He was stunned to find her 
eyes were still locked onto his. However, his arms fell beside him. She 
stood, freeing his legs, before finding a new seat on the bed next to them. 

As Ian looked up at her pulling his shorts into place, he saw only a 
mellow face. No shadow of another hovered over the features. The woman 
sat there, her hands by her side, propping herself up. She didn’t seem mad, 
sad, or happy, there was no emotion, just a patient mellow person, waiting 
for him to do something. 

“Can I ask—” 

“My name? It’s Astuo.” Just like her face, her voice was only one 
voice, and it was mellow. So mellow in fact, she seemed indifferent about 
their current location and situation. Ian couldn’t help but feel that she was in 
control of not only him, but also their surroundings, and had been this entire 
time. 


“Are you—” 

“A demon? Not necessarily. I can smell another on you. One of 
deaths. But you’re not possessed. Very strange.” 

Talking to her was less annoying to Ian than his conversation with 
Rycklid, but he’d never get used to the way their kind finished his 
sentences. Not only that, but it was also hard for him to talk because they’d 
just had sex, and she was still naked. But something drew his attention, not 
in her appearance, but in something she’d said. 

“Stran—” 

“Strange? Because if another wore your skin, I wouldn’t have 
entered. We would’ ve both ejected.” 

That was it, a detail he could latch onto. Something she said, after 
all the screaming, after all the sweat, something showed itself that was truly 
useful. Information to help with Diana. 

“Ejecte—” 

“Ejected?” The dirty look he shot at her was unintentional, he was 
just so close to finishing a statement without being cut off. “Yes, it’s exactly 
how it sounds. Then a battle for the body would commence.” 

A battle for the body? 

He wasn’t sure how to interpret that in any other way than at face 
value. But that information now brought to light another question he felt 
might be just as important, if not more so. Astuo practically confirmed that 
this was her space, and if she was one of those beings, and was here with 
him, as Rycklid was with Diana, did that mean he was in a predicament? 

“Is your skin my own?” 

He jumped as she spoke, not expecting the fact that she was reading 
his mind the whole time. 

“Our connection is weak. Amateur binding, but it is there. We will 
discuss further. Someone is coming. I will be in your ear.” 

Banging at the door startled the boy, his head hitting the wall behind 
him. Metal breaking rang through the room as the wooden door flew open. 


TWENTY-ONE 


The constant dripping of water continued in the darkness, but it was quickly 
overwritten by the sound of footsteps descending the stairs. As the person 
approached, a beam of light led from their hand and swung around the 
room. Ian was dizzy. His mouth and wrists still burned. If he stood now, he 
knew he’d collapse. The blurriness of his vision coupled with darkness 
made it impossible for him to understand any details of his surroundings. 
Suddenly, a new sensation struck: two gloved fingers on his neck. 

“This girl, you must go with her.” 

Ian heard the voice. It was the same mellow sound that projected 
from that woman whom he left behind in that dreamscape. However, this 
time it was as if she was speaking from within his head. The sensation sent 
a familiar feeling of tingling across his brain, similar to those caused by an 
autonomous sensory meridian response, ASMR for short. After the fingers 
lifted, the unknown person tugged at his wrist, then tugged the other. With 
much effort, the ropes slid off his wrists and fell to the floor. 

Now, the individual stood in front of him. The long sleeve of their 
button-up work shirt slid under his armpit, around his back, and lifted him 
to a standing position. Drunk seemed like the appropriate term. Not actually 
drunk, since Ian decided the twice he’d consumed alcohol was enough after 
discovering he’s a lightweight. Though, how he felt at the moment mirrored 
the reason he quit. He didn’t need to guess, he knew he pissed himself and 
threw up all over his shirt. He wanted to sit on the stairs, not climb them, 
but the helping hand kept him elevated. 

It wasn’t long before he felt the cool breeze of the outside. Each step 
grew increasingly strenuous, demanding all of his remaining strength. Ian 
knew he could pass out at any moment, causing a whole lot of trouble for 
the one carrying him. But would that be a good thing or a bad one? 

“A car. She’s going to lay you in the back,” Astuo said. Her voice 
and presence were still with him. Even though he had enough sense to 
know she wasn’t physically there, he could feel her hands on his shoulders. 


It seemed the person carrying him towed two people since Astuo was riding 
piggyback. 

As the woman in his head spoke, the sound vibrated his brain. But 
her breath, he could feel it flipping his hair against his earlobe. Similarities 
manifested in his mind. The aura seemed comparable to that of a leach. 
However, a leech seemed like a negative being, and though he didn’t know 
if she meant him ill intent, for the moment, he knew she wasn’t lying. 

Sure enough, he slammed down on a nylon car seat as she had 
warned. Ian attempted to move his eyes to get some level of detail in his 
vision. But nothing. 

The sound of the car door slamming initiated an urge to spew his 
guts. The eyes he possessed in his skull felt no longer his, or at least, he no 
longer held sole ownership. The car jerked as it took off down the road, and 
at that moment, Ian could do nothing but pass out. 

Ian’s body felt weightless as warm liquid surrounded him. Opening 
his eyes, he saw her again, that black-haired green-eyed girl he last met in 
the hotel. However, this time, as he floated in the warm liquid, she hovered 
above him. She resembled someone laying on their stomach while propping 
their head up as if their bent elbows rested on a bed top. From reading 
books in that awkward position, he knew it to be extremely uncomfortable. 
But her face was not of discomfort. Instead, it matched her tone, lacking 
emotion. Surrounding her was nothing but darkness, the opposite of the 
realm he’d been in before their first encounter. 

“What is this place?” 

“This place? It’s your mind. Not a representation. Just a lobby of 
sorts. All humans have it, but not all can access what’s after.” To Ian, it 
seemed as if Astuo was honestly bored, but it was the same after they had 
copulated as well. If she was just being herself, he couldn’t judge her for 
that. 

“Wait, I’ve never seen this place in my dreams. Why am I seeing it 
now?” 

“Are you displeased with me? Though our connection is weak, I still 
have access. I’ve activated this place for us to talk face-to-face while you’re 
unconscious. We must talk.” 

Even though this place was of a mental state he had involuntarily 
constructed, his nervousness still rose to his throat. This woman meant him 


no ill will, right? But in truth, he knew nothing of this being or her kind. 

“Can I be trusted?” 

She read his mind again, and only now, he started to comprehend 
the mental link; the connection she kept mentioning. 

“I share the same concern as you, though reading your mind, I’m 
aware of this situation now. The smell of death was not of you, but of a 
friend who harbors someone of the same nature as myself. You seek to free 
her of this individual.” 

“If you can read my mind, why did you want to talk?” 

“T ask you again, are you displeased with me? As I said before, our 
connection is weak, but I can still see information in the forefront of your 
mind. This girl, Diana, her predicament, is the easiest to pluck from your 
hippocampus.” 

Swaying his arms in the pool-like liquid, he stared at the girl, her 
eyes unwavering from his own. His mind immediately flooded with all the 
memories he shouldn’t show her. Telling him such a flaw in her abilities 
only made him weaker to it. But her face remained disinterested, as if she 
either had no reaction to the forthcoming thoughts or that his immediate 
thought of helping Diana was strong enough to conceal the rest. 

Astuo, laying her chin against her now folded arms, “Your wish, I 
can help you. But we must meet this girl. Then, I can converse.” 

Abruptly, the water swayed, his body flipping upright in the 
bottomless pool of his unconscious. Ian sunk to his neck, the instinct to 
swim, activating. He looked around before realigning his site with Astuo, 
who still seemed unfazed. 

“Astuo, what’s going on?” 

“Obvious. Your body’s being moved from the car. You’re being 
carried into an apartment.” 

Ian panicked, splashing around like an inexperienced swimmer. He 
looked for any semblance of an exit. “How do I get out of here, Astuo?” 

“Do not panic,” she replied, calm as ever. “You will wake up 
naturally as you would before I arrived. She will help, not harm.” 

“How do you know that?!” He shouted at her, confused. If it was 
just an act that she could read other’s minds, it was fooling him. 

“Trust my instincts, Ian. We are together now.” 


The darkness, the manifestation of his mind, disappeared. Then, he 
opened his eyes. 


TWENTY-TWO 


Reity Meyer. Born a female on August 4th, 1993. Currently twenty-four- 
years-old. She weighs one hundred twelve pounds, and has black hair and 
blue eyes, though Ian personally determined the irises to be a darker shade; 
indigo or midnight, he couldn’t decide. Current address was in the city of 
Wickliffe, Ohio, which was a drive from the office, but many people who 
worked downtown didn’t live there. One look at her told him a simple story 
of often late arrivals to work and class. Her hair sat in a messy bun, with 
massive bags under those midnight eyes. There was no comprehending that 
this was the same girl. The one with the badass burn over her eyebrow, the 
one who arrested him, interrogated him, attacked him. 

This woman has a serious aura locked and loaded, and back in the 
interrogation room, that aura could’ve killed him. But as he sat quietly in 
her kitchen, he wondered why this person decided to rescue him. Not only 
was it a daring rescue, but she provided him with clothes after he borrowed 
her apartment shower. Was this a change of heart, or was there something 
more nefarious at foot, he wondered. 

Ian set down the Ohio driver’s license she’d lent him. She’d said it 
was “to get to know her better.” He looked up at the woman as she stood 
sipping a steaming cup of decaffeinated green tea. Reity was looking out 
her third-story window; he wasn’t sure if it was at anything in particular. 
Her white tee had a popular cartoonish kitten graphic he recalled seeing on 
an online store, and black women’s running shorts concluded the visible 
clothing. Reity stood slim, no discernible energy preserves showed across 
any part of her skin. 

Her bare feet peeled up from the hardwood floor as she turned to 
take a seat. Setting her mug down, she looked at the boy, through the still- 
drying tips of his hair, “Are you satisfied?” 

She asked as if her license told him anything he couldn’t have 
already guessed. Giving the card a tap, he slid it across to her side of the 
table, before reeling himself over the wooden chair’s backrest in a stretch. 


“To be honest with you, no. I honestly got more information of who 
you are when you vomited all over—” 

“Don’t bring it up. That was a stressful situation for both of us,” she 
said, spinning her mug by the handle, seeming displeased with the taste, or 
maybe it was his comment that made it unappealing. “I’m surprised you 
didn’t do the same.” 

If he hadnt seen it before, he would’ve, is what he wanted to say, but 
he knew she wouldn’t believe him. Even Astuo, who was still listening in 
his head, seemed to agree with him. Her lack of instinctual guidance told 
him he was pulling the reins of the conversation in an acceptable direction. 
“Ignoring that, the more pressing matter is why you brought me here.” 

“My partner... or at least her friendliness towards you, is why I 
brought you here in my car, and not in a body bag.” 

The sensation of his rectum’s quivers was unmanageable. Ian had 
given threats, received them, and was even a witness to a few, but never has 
one held so much honesty behind it. Knowing her desire to such a degree 
concerning his death was already terribly worrisome after her attack at the 
office, but now, he felt he could kill over from dread alone. 

“If you want me dead so badly, why even rescue me?” Confirming 
her intentions was an unintentional fear response that slipped past his lips. 

“Because I know you have information about the case. You’re 
caught pushing that woman off the bridge, act guilty when confronted, then 
she just so happens to walk into the interrogation room you’ re in and shows 
a response to you. I know Hanna has already waved off the case, but after 
that thing escaped the morgue, I knew I had to follow you. I just didn’t 
think I was going to find you like that.” 

Like that? 

Ian rubbed his eyes trying to remember the moments before and 
after his meeting with Astuo. In hopes that she’d respond to his thoughts, he 
waited for a response from the brain-camping entity, but she had none. But 
what did he expect from a being who was forcibly manifested and shoved 
into his head? 

“Reity—” 

“Detective Meyer. I’m not Hanna, and you and I are not friends. I 
may respect her, but I do not share her world views.” 


Ian figured as much. Being Hanna’s partner must have been a 
miserable time when they stopped for breakfast, he figured. He could 
practically hear the arguments over which hot drink was better while the 
waiter served their eggs and biscuits. But then, a link showed itself. It 
wasn’t a link of opposites, but a new comparative one that he just 
connected. 

“Detective, the way you found me, was there some type of writing 
or drawing on the floor? Candles even, anything?” 

Looking over at him, she displayed concern, as if worried about his 
mental state. However, her face changed as she thought. Closing her eyes, 
he watched as she traced her index finger over the table. 

It must be a way to assist herself in recalling details of a crime 
scene, he thought. 

Reity’s lips moved with her motions. The slight movements 
resembled talking, but no words vibrated from her throat. 

“Now that you mention it,” she said, slowly opening her eyes. 
“There was a cassette player on a small stool next to your seat, but the tape 
was missing.” 

To Ian, it just seemed like a regular detail of the room she happened 
to pick up on. There could be one hundred details she glanced over in the 
heat of the moment, and they’d never know now. However, this kind of 
thing was her line of work and he knew it’d do him well to give her a little 
more credit. But a cassette player with the tape missing? He wasn’t even 
sure who in the world would still own one besides the audiophiles. Besides 
that, he was found in a basement, a common place for storing ancient 
technology such as that. 

It seemed without more details that he was now stuck with a 
creature in his head with nothing to show for it. 

“Ah!” she said, snapping her fingers. “There was some kind of 
device on the wall dripping water into a bucket. It seemed kind of 
rhythmic.” 

His palm found its usual seat on his face, “that seems like a very 
important detail.” 

“Audio hypnosis summoning,” Astuo’s mellow voice was just what 
he needed to hear. The person in his head now resembles how he felt. 

“Audio hyp—” 


“Your mind. Use it to speak instead.” 

Realizing what she meant, he looked up at Reity, hoping that she 
didn’t notice him. Unfortunately, she looked as though she were watching a 
strange scene in a stage play, and all the lights were on him. After looking at 
her piercing eyes, he turned to look at the pastel-green kitchen wall. 

“Audio what?” Reity said, cutting off his excuse of not having said 
anything. 

“Audio? What do you mean?” Ian replied. Playing dumb was going 
to be easier than explaining the actual voice in his head. 

“I didn’t bring you here to have an idle conversation. You will tell 
me how she left that table after I blew her brains out!” The detective placed 
her hand over her mouth. Ian jumped up, preparing to leap out of the way of 
any projectile that may have been preparing to launch. However, he 
watched her throat muscles flex. She let out a sound signaling that she just 
swallowed whatever it was that came back up. Ian shivered at this. 

“Look, you wouldn’t believe me even if I told you. You wasted your 
time saving me.” 

“Look...” voice dampening, she seemed to prepare another gulp in 
her throat. “After watching that security footage and seeing that image of 
you pushing her to her death, no wonder she was able to push her way into 
a police station with no fear. I can guess what all this means, but I didn’t 
think it possible.” 

He looked down at her. She wore a suffering face, and why wouldn’t 
she be? From not only holding back bile but also beating herself up over 
being unable to comprehend the supernatural world around her. 

Astuo, do I have any powers I can show her? 

“Powers? Unlike your friend, your ‘powers’ are not so versatile.” 

He wondered what she could mean by that. Though it was the same 
tone as always. Her words seemed to carry an air of secrecy. Each time they 
conversed, it only gave him more questions to ask in the future. 

“Do you not think it wise? Maybe introducing Diana would make 
her an ally.” 

Even though his trust for Astuo was teetering back and forth like a 
seesaw, he seemed to have no other options than to give Reity what she was 
asking for. 


“Rei... Detective, I know where the girl’s at, if you could give me a 
ride there. You can ask her yourself.” 

Midnight eyes peered at him through the bangs of her swing-layered 
hair, nodding her head in agreement. 
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The front seats of the car felt more appropriate. Added bonus: he wasn’t 
feeling ill while being hucked into the back seat like a bag of mistreated 
golf clubs. But Ian knew there existed some cruel reality out there where 
Reity asked him to take the backseat regardless. Thankfully a sense of 
relaxation came over him as they approached ever closer to his sister’s 
home; each mile traveled relieved pressure from his temples. He knew upon 
arrival, a laundry list of to-dos and explanations would flood his life, but 
that was okay. At this point, being about to rest on the couch for a moment 
would be considered a blessing. A mental reset, that’s all he needs. 

“Ah, this street!” Ian pointed at the green sign with white lettering. 

“Wait, you’re not taking us back to your house, are you?” Reity 
completed the turn but stopped on the corner. 

“I told you I was taking you to meet the girl.” 

“Mr.Debole, that’s where I grabbed you from!” The detective let out 
a sigh of frustration. He wasn’t sure if it was directed at him, or the fact she 
has to indulge with this bizarre situation. Whatever it is, he was bummed on 
her behalf. The fact that she hadn’t changed out of her relaxing-looking 
home attire made it feel like he’d just let down a friend and not an officer of 
the law. Ian pondered over the details of the circumstances once more but 
found himself truly unable to mend her disappointment. How could 
someone clueless to their strifes help another resolve theirs? 

Figuring that every detail she’d filled him in on was concrete, he 
had to assume he’d been attacked in his residence sometime after Hanna 
left. That left him with the undeniable truth that the basement he was bound 
with Astuo, was his own, cassette player, and dripping water was included 
free of charge. But none of that lined up. His sister was not only home, she 
was the last person he saw, and she would never allow something like that 
to befall him. None of it made any sense, but even if something had 
happened to Citrus while the assailant was targeting him, he knew of one 
person who’d still be hidden away in the attic. 


“Hey Detective, I know this may seem like a terrible idea. But I still 
believe our best bet to get answers about any of this is to go take a look.” 

“If you’re saying my answers lie with the individual you claim is in 
that house, then I agree with you. But you’re in front. Got it? P’ m not 
getting jumped by your unkillable friend again.” 

With an accepting nod, they pulled in front of the house, stepped out 
of the car, and entered through the front door. Everything was just as he’d 
always known it. The kitchen was in order. So were the rest of the ground- 
level floors. The only things out of place were an empty sink without at 
least one used coffee mug from this morning, and the basement door being 
left open. But Reity reassured him that it was how she’d left it after 
rescuing him. If that were the case, then he assumed the basement was left 
the way she described as well. 

Returning to the kitchen, Ian offered Reity a seat, “You’re not gonna 
tell me to sit down, then take off are you?” 

Ian pulled the chair out for her. “No,” he said, flicking a thumbs up 
towards the staircase. “She’s just upstairs. I’ Il yell for her from here if it 
makes you feel more comfortable.” 

“Do as you wish,” but Ian knew she didn’t mean it. He figured what 
he suggested to be the best option so as to not make her any more 
uncomfortable than she already was. So he stuck with it. 

He leaned out from the kitchen doorway hanging onto the frame like 
like a monkey from a branch. “Diana, It’s Ian! Could you come down for a 
minute?” 

Eleven in the morning is early for some, but he assumed she was 
awake. Ian never shouted for Diana, not like that. It might’ve startled her. 
Maybe even caused her to panic. He didn’t intend to do so. Sure enough, 
rapid footsteps stomped lively down the staircase. 

“Are you okay, Nian?” She shouted, continuing her descent. Her 
stomps softened as they transitioned to the carpet. 

“Yeah, I’m okay, but before you fly down here too fast I have a—” 
But he started the warning too late. She was already down the steps, her 
sock-covered feet causing her to throw on her human e-brake. 

“Who’s this?” The white-haired girl’s cheeks tinted red as she 
seemed unsatisfied with her appearance during first impressions. 


Ian gestured his hands from Diana to the woman sitting at the 
kitchen table. “Diana, this is Detective—” 

Puke splashed against the table surface as a violent bleh sent the pair 
jumping back. Surprisingly, the white-topped girl didn’t get any partially 
digested tea on her clothes, but it seemed a second bout was approaching 
her uvula as she dove from her chair, landing her head in the kitchen sink. 

After many dry heaves, it seemed her stomach was finally empty. 
Ian soaked the sixth washrag and slapped it against the tabletop. Finally, he 
thought, realizing this one refrained from staining with discoloration upon 
contact. Ian pulled out a tube of sanitizing wipes and stuck two to the 
surface. Looking like a true dog owner, Diana picked up the sullied rags 
with a plastic grocery bag, tied it off, and set it outside until they find 
proper time to deal with it. But with that, the team of cleaners successfully 
finished reversing the mess they indirectly created. 

Diana raised her fist to Ian, shrugging her shoulders while a too- 
cool-for-school look resided on her face, “fist bump?” 

Ian chuckled a bit, and shrugged his shoulders back as if to tell her, 
“Why not?” 

The two proceed to tap each other’s knuckles. Upon impact, a shock 
shot through his hand from the point of contact. 

“Ah! What the hell was that?” He shook his hand vigorously, trying 
to get rid of the surge that was more painful than your typical static shock. 
“Are you okay?” 

He looked at Diana, but her eyes did not meet his. The lids of her 
visual interpreters were shut. She lost consciousness. Her body collapsed to 
the floor; a puppet without strings. 

“Diana?!” 

“Tan!” That was the first time the mellow voice in his head had 
elevated in any fashion. Astuo’s voice didn’t strike as any other emotion 
than mellow, but this time, it was an urgent version of that same mellow. “I 
would advise against touching her again. We will not win this fight. We 
need to exit.” 

“Why? What’s going on, Astuo?!” He spoke to her, panicking too 
much to even think about speaking through his mind. 

“My fault. I was ill-prepared. Death is strong in her. Branded by a 
master of the craft.” 


But as he comprehended her sentence, a being different from Diana 
stood above her. 

“Breaking news! This kid has got himself a little friend!” The 
familiar game-show voice echoed through the house. The smoky human 
form was back, directing an invisible crowd’s attention toward Ian. 

“Step outside. He will not leave his body.” 

“What about—” 

“Only you will be harmed since I am within!” 

Though he felt familiar with Rycklid, judging the true nature of 
these beings was probably not the best call. Listening to the one within him, 
he ran for the front door, swinging it open and throwing himself out of it. 
The door slammed against the wall, and Ian tumbled down the few concrete 
steps that were there. 

“I will see you soon, kid!” 

Looking back, he saw Rycklid one last time before the door gently 
swung shut from the force of the recoil. 
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“With our current start, it’s impossible. We’ll never be able to get the 
information he possesses.” 

Ian rubbed the bruising welt on his back. The stinging reminded him 
of a childhood memory; a game of baseball between Citrus and himself. 
With a fierce swing, his sister cranked the ball, pelting Ian right in the 
forehead. A few inches south, he’d been dead. But he survived then and 
survived again today. The only difference, instead of his mom preparing the 
bag of ice, it’s Reity he’s waiting on and unlike his mother, she’s not quick 
about it. 

There was a hint of distrust having a newcomer rummaging through 
the drawers, cabinets, and freezer. Then again, there had been a lot of 
unfamiliar faces walking through their door recently. It was something he’d 
have to deal with. There are far more pressing issues at hand than his 
paranoia. 

Diana searched the entire house and didn’t find any sign of Citrus. 
What she did find, she reported to Ian with shouts through the open dining 
room window. One detail, everything Citrus previously had in the basement 
—desk, couch, etc.—was moved to the spare room upstairs. She also 
confirmed what Reity said about the state of the basement, adding that the 
ominous setup of the tape player gave her bad vibes all around. Of course, 
Ian couldn’t check for himself since both women now blocked him from 
entering his residence. Better that way so as not to risk a repeat of early. 

“Tan. You are listening, are you not?” 

“Sorry Astuo, I heard you, but there’s a lot on my mind.” 

It was odd, a feeling not of his own overcame him. It was as if he’d 
failed someone. That emotion, it came from Astuo, and it only added to his 
stress. He wasn’t aware that an entity such as herself even had the ability to 
feel emotion before the two astral beings met each other. However, Ian was 
happy to learn something new about the rent-free roommate in his head. 

The knob of the front door turned behind him. Reity exited the 
house. She shook the bag of frozen cubes trapped inside the sandwich bag 


before taking a seat beside him. Ian took the bag and tried to apply pressure 
to the wound, but it was in an awkward spot. 

“Hand it here,” Reity snatched the bag back from him, placing it in 
the general area of the injury over his shirt. “Well... no matter how hard 
they are to believe, I got the answers I wanted. Congratulations Mr.Debole. 
You held up your end of the deal. What’s your plan now?” 

The boy flinched in discomfort. It felt like a chilly winter night blew 
harsh winds against his back. “I don’t know. Astuo said it’Il be impossible 
to find out any more information now. Looks like I’m at a dead end.” 

“Tell me again,” Reity said, her voice still the tone of someone 
whose bullshit meter was blaring. “Astuo is the person in your head? Like 
how you said... Rycklid was his name?” Explaining the recent events 
involving Diana and himself, he watched as the detective became confused, 
then understood, then fell back to disarray again. But she insisted he carry 
on. It only dawned on him how groundbreaking all of this must have been 
for someone so based in reality. 

“So Astuo’s only been in me since you rescued me.” 

“Sooo... to figure out who her ‘summoner’ was, you just have to 
become stronger?” 

He hadn’t thought about it like that. Was there a way that they could 
strengthen themselves enough to extract the information they needed? 

“Indeed,” Astuo’s voice chimed in with a speedy same-day delivery 
for his question. “The connection between the summoned and their vessel 
can rely on many different variables, depending on the parameters of 
intent.” 

“Intent?” 

“What?” Reity, with a puzzled look, wondered what the word 
referenced concerning their conversation. 

“Oh, sorry. I’m talking to Astuo. You don’t mind, do you? I haven’t 
had a chance to get used to the whole talking in my mind thing.” 

Her hair swayed in the wind as she nodded. “One condition: you 
keep me in the loop with what that thing is saying to you, got me?” 

This is gonna be like a bad game of telephone, he thought. The 
difficulty of maintaining two separate, but conjoined conversations was 
going to be mildly irritating at the least. 

“Okay, go on Astuo.” 


“Intent. There are two general criteria for summoning someone such 
as myself.” 

Ian paraphrased the information he was given to help Reity easily 
comprehend, at least that’s how he looked at it to help convince himself that 
he knew exactly what was being said. 

Astuo continued. “Other than the ability and understanding to 
summon in the first place. One must set up the ritual for whom they wish to 
summon. Then they must embody the intent with every fiber of their heart 
and soul.” 

“Could you ask her to clarify? This is all still new to me.” Reity 
paused the boy, ruffling up her hair in frustration. 

“T can hear you.” 

“She can hear you.” Ian didn’t know why he closed himself off to 
the fact that she had such an ability, but hearing his thoughts, and other’s 
words being recorded in those thoughts made enough sense. 

“Simpler than that. We are one and the same.” Those words caught 
his attention, but Astuo continued before he could process them. “Moving 
on. To summon is not enough since beings resembling two sides of the 
same coin share rituals. For example, I am a disciple of the deity of lust, 
Ziadose. And our call sign, audio hypnosis summoning, accompanied by 
subconscious reinforcement, whether mental or physical, are all shared 
traits with the deity of love. That is where the summoner’s true intent comes 
into play. Ifa ritual is performed with love in the heart, love will be brought 
forth, and vice versa.” 

The two physically present individuals sat in silence, digesting the 
knowledge they were just bestowed. 

“Tf that’s true. Someone either wanted Diana dead to an extreme 
degree, or they wanted something out of life and screwed up.” Ian’s 
analysis went unanswered by both Reity and the woman who enabled him 
to come up with that deduction. But Astuo had a history of staying quiet if 
Ian didn’t need to be corrected. 

In looking over at Reity, her face seemed to read as if she was more 
concerned with the boy. “Ian, if it’s true, someone is either obsessed with 
you, or loves you very much and screwed up.” 

He understood her concern, “But I’m not worried about that right 
now. III deal with that when the time com—” 


“Tan,” Astuo interjected. “The time has come. If you wish to have a 
chance of freeing Diana of her affliction, we must strengthen our bond in 
order to obtain the information we need.” 

The boy stood up, adamant about what he had to accomplish. His 
motivation had never been more focused on one objective. Though he knew 
what to do, he wasn’t sure how to go about executing it. “How do we do 
that, Astuo?” 

“Two options, but I suggest we do both if we are to compete 
properly. The first: finding one’s summoner. The vessel learning of why 
they were chosen allows for summoned and vessel to grow closer as they 
both confirm the true purpose of their convergence.” 

“So that’s why you said the time was now,” Ian’s hasty decision to 
be lackadaisical towards something so vital started to feel like a huge 
oversight. 

“The second: as the two faces of a coin share a mass, the two sides 
of a summon not only share a ritual, but emotion. Experiencing either love 
or lust will allow for further comprehension of said emotions within 
oneself, thus strengthening the bond.” 

Immediately, the boy jumped up the front steps of the house and 
reached to open the door. But Astuo’s fear projected itself onto him, the 
sense of danger overcoming his desire to enter. Diana was the one he 
wanted to try and strengthen the bond with, but she was out of his reach 
until this issue was solved. But then, another face popped itself into his 
mind. Someone whom he enjoyed spending time with even if it was only as 
friends. 

“Reity, do you have Hanna’s number?” 
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Downtown Cleveland’s always busy; if it’s not because of the asinine 
drivers that make up the traffic, then instead it’s the taxpayer’s hard-earned 
mulla being turned into endless construction. In all the times he’s driven the 
pothole-riddled streets, he’s never seen it calm once. Then again, he’s never 
dared to tread within two exits of this place at night. Matter of fact, the sun 
has only now just left its peak, leaving a lot of light still to burn. 

It was unlucky calling Hanna while she was at work, but fortunately, 
she described it as the stars aligning, as she today was one of her, “happy 
half days.” Excitement filled her voice after she’d heard Ian’s on the other 
side of the line. Reity seemed disappointed when he called and heard, “Ah! 
Reity gave you my number? Great! I got so distracted the other night, I 
forgot to give it to you. On my way!” through the phone’s speaker. It could 
be jealousy, Ian figured. Dealing with the complete opposite of that perky 
attitude for work must’ve felt like balancing on eggshells, but that was only 
a guess. The boy didn’t want to pry into matters that were truly none of his 
business. 

The moment their conversation ended, he bolted to his sister’s car 
and left Reity to watch over the house. But before hanging up, he made sure 
to tell the detective a fun place to meet up. At first, 1t was between the 
batting cage and the aquarium, but after seeing her interact with the 
lightning bug the other night, he felt the one full of colorful creatures would 
be the right choice. This location also carried a perk. The aquarium is 
practically sitting on top of the Cuyahoga River, and though there’s an 
excellent boat tour he wanted to treat Hanna to, his goal was just beyond it: 
The Flats. There would be many cups of coffee to be had in his near future, 
and all just a stroll away from Lake Erie. 

But he reassured himself to think one step at a time. Under any other 
circumstances, this would be a fully planned date, and while he was 
nervous, it wasn’t about any romance that might ensue. This is a mission. 
All of this pier walking and conversation having was purely initiated by an 
objective. To bond with Astuo. And why wouldn’t he call Hanna for 


something like this? If only he could explain the situation, she’d probably 
be more than willing to help out. After all, he felt genuine care for Hanna, 
and he realized that she might feel the same. 

Even though I’m here for a reason, I’m still gonna show her a good 
time. He concluded. /t might even help her de-stress. 

Surviving the traffic and successfully rounding the ever-confusing 
streets, he arrived at his destination. 

“Confidence, it’s wavering yet strong. Do you believe this will 
work?” 

“You said I had to experience emotions of love or lust, right? Well, 
Hanna is awesome and though we’re just friends, loving a friend 
strengthens that bond. That should qualify Don’t you think?” Ian tapped his 
foot excitedly, his belief in his plan growing. 

“Honestly. Love is a foreign concept to me. I could explain lusting 
over someone, but I feel l’d be wasting my time.” As always, her tone was 
dry, but Ian could feel the disappointment behind Asuto’s words. 

“Don’t worry, I got it all planned out. Creating this loving friendship 
is just one part of my plan.” He thought back to the conclusion the group 
came to back at the house. “Since you’re bound to me and you’re a disciple 
of lust, the person who was behind it must’ve had plans involving one of 
those two emotions. Meaning, if they catch me on this ‘date’ we grab them 
and learn who they are together! Two birds with one stone!” When the 
entity in his head was silent, it usually signaled to him that they were on the 
same page. But this time, Ian couldn’t help but feel Astuo’s lack of trust in 
his plan. 

If you can read my thoughts, you can tell me not to waste my breath 
if you disagree. 

“I may not agree, but that doesn’t mean I should discredit. You’re 
my partner.” 

Partner. That choice of word stood out to him. It’s meant to describe 
a bond; in some cases a strong one, mutual. “If your kind is capable of 
developing a relationship with humans, why does Rycklid treat Diana like a 
doll?” 

“Most do not form such a partnership,” Astuo replied. “Depending 
on the objective, most find it inconvenient. However, you and I are 
entangled through lust.” 


“So?” Ian said, still clueless to the unanswered question. 

“Have you never felt love for someone you’ve lusted over?” 

He thought for a moment, then another. Then he could’ve sworn he 
heard a gong go off inside his head. Sudden revelation turned entirely 
white. The entity inside his head would certainly be monitoring any further 
conclusions he’d come to. His conclusion, not thinking at all seemed best. 

Ian leaned against the wall next to the entrance. Families passed him 
by as they’d enter through the aquarium doors. He knew it was awkward, 
but he didn’t know where else to wait for his expected guest. However, 
doubt began to flood his mind. 

Did she stand me up or get busy at work? 

Suddenly, a tap on his shoulder spooked him, sending him shaking 
like a certain Great Dane and his goofy green-shirted friend. He turned 
around to find, not a recently released woman still in her work attire, but 
one dawning a blood-red black dotted blouse. Her hair was done up in her 
familiar battle braid that now reached down to the back side of her skin- 
tight blue jean shorts. 

“You look like a ladybug,” Ian said, his tone more of an innocent 
child’s than a young adult’s. 

The woman looked at him for a moment, then giggled, “Yeah? Am I 
at least a cute one?” 

To this, he had no response. He couldn’t believe he even said 
something so dumb, but it garnered a positive response, so he wasn’t about 
to apologize. 

“Anyway, I’m sorry I kept you waiting. I went home to change into 
something more comfortable. I hope you’re not mad.” Hanna said with a 
nervous lip bite. But as he went to reassure her that her timing was fine, she 
stepped towards him, arms spread. There wasn’t a lingering smell of sweat 
as you’d find on someone who just left work. Instead, she smelled like a 
conservatory. Lilies, lilacs, lotus, the whole lot of them. If it’s not her 
shampoo or body wash, her house must contain many scented candles. His 
nose guided him through a beautiful garden as she embraced him. Though it 
was the end of summer; the heat unbearable some days, her body cooled 
him down as he returned her hug. 

“C’mon! Let’s go see the flap jacks!” She excitedly shouted, 
latching onto his hand. The blonde dragged him through the doors and 


down the tunnel. 
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Of course, Ian tried to pay for both of them with what little money 
he had left to his name. It wasn’t that societal pressures mandated he be a 
gentleman; he invited her, so he wanted to pay. Besides, this woman is 
strong, independent, and requires no man, not to mention the hefty 
paycheck she must pull from being a head detective. But the second he 
pulled out his thinly folded wallet, Hanna grabbed his wrist and held it out 
of sight from the ticker-seller. 

“Two adults, please,” she said, setting her bank card on the counter. 

“Hey, I don’t mind...” but the grip tightening around his wrist told 
him everything he needed to know. You’ll shut up if you know what’ good 
for you. So he did. Hanna was handed the little white tear-off receipt, and 
the pair were on their way. 

Passing by the Ohio native species tank triggered a deep instinct to 
set out on a boat and go fishing. Ian even recognized the type of carp that 
Diana and himself unintentionally joined with an accidental swim session. 
The memory fluttered his heart and gave him a head rush, but he had to 
focus. They both expected fish of varying shapes and colors, but Hanna— 
bringing out her inner child—pulled her date’s attention in every which 
direction. She directed him toward the snakes, frogs, lizards, and even 
birds. Ian was blown away. 

“Ian, Ian! The flapjacks!” she pulled on his arm, pointing at the tank 
containing two giant stingrays. “I saw some on a boat once, but it was never 
this close!” 

She must be having the time of her life. 

“Indeed.” Ian looked around thinking one of the other patrons had 
spoken over his shoulder, only to kick himself for not recalling the voice 
sooner. 

And you? How are you enjoying it Astuo? 

“Curious. The existence of life is truly incredible. Each creature 
should be cherished as if it were a human. It’s miserable being confined, but 
we're safer in a cage.” 


“Woah, Ian!” Hanna said, yanking him from his mind. “An eel!” 
Surprisingly, she let go of his arm for the first time since the ticket line, but 
he guessed she need the free hand to guide her finger across the ceiling-high 
tank while her forehead smushed against the glass. 

Ian knew he was enjoying himself, but it took till now to understand 
that her enjoyment elevated his own exponentially. Not only was the 
aquarium satisfying this deep urge to explore the ocean. But Hanna; 
observing her astonishment filled him with a want to help her discover new 
and exciting things forever. 
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After all the exhibits had been thoroughly examined by the 
detective, the two of them left for The Flats. The pair ended up with a 
couple of meals: a romaine salad topped with breaded chicken and a baked 
potato side dish for Hanna and a well-done burger with fries for Ian. 
Accompanying the food sat a small tray of coffee samplers. Ian found them 
quite tasteful, but to assume the same for Hanna would be an error. In fact, 
she was more than adamant about their lack of flavors. After, the detective 
held his hand hostage once more—waving her plastic card around—they 
headed for the pier. 

“I swear to you, Ian! I could take the water out of this polluted lake, 
two-headed fish and all, and concoct a better flavor than any of these 
hacks!” The other guests on the pier turned and stared as Hanna guided Jan 
by his arm. He was happy the end of the pier was empty, but he expected it 
with the sun edging the horizon. 

The boy placed his elbows on the rusting metal railing as he faced 
the city. The taverns, restaurants, and apartments felt so up close and 
personal, but the skyscrapers still etched out the skyline. When he turned, 
most of the view was the lake, apart from the dock workers and beachgoers 
slowly emptying the shorelines, the overworked employees moved with 
haste, while the sand-covered kids dragged their feet. Then there was his 
company, which looked quite complacent. She leaned her butt against the 
rail, looking out over the lake in the opposite direction. If his memory 
served him, she was probably looking over a few houses lining an inlet. 


Hanna continued to be passionate about the topic of coffee up until 
she fell silent. “Ian?” Hanna poked his shoulder, forcing a nudge of his 
body. She probably thought he wasn’t listening, but she just doesn’t know 
what all was on his mind. “I’m really happy you invited me out today. I had 
a great time. But you got me fucked up if you think I’m not going to try to 
find out what’s wrong.” 

He tried to clear his mind to give her some kind of honest answer, 
but his brain only formed generic replies. “I... I’m really sorry, Han. I got a 
lot on my mind.” 

“Lay it on me, homey!” 

Ian chuckled, blowing hot air, conflict in his mind. “Even if I told 
you, you wouldn’t believe me.” 

From the corner of his eye, he watched as she turned around facing 
him. “Well, I believe everything happens, not for a reason, but because 
many micro-decisions throughout everyone’s lives, led to this very moment. 
Believing in that helps me keep my hopes alive that I’Il see my mom and sis 
again. And it also helps me hold on to the feelings I have for you. No matter 
how messed up the circumstances were for our meeting.” 

Mulling over her beliefs made him feel a bit better. Not because of 
some awe-inspiring speech that broke his mind; reforming the pieces into a 
new way of thinking. No, it was his admiration for someone who must’ ve 
been through so much, seen terrible things, and still finds peace for 
themselves. 

Wait... what was that— 

“T starting to like you, lady killer. I haven’t felt this sort of 
connection since I lost my family all those years ago.” 

It was a confession. The words that were forming and raining over 
the boy’s ears is the thing he was looking for, but not how he thought it’d 
go. Someone so amazing, so beautiful, so hard working, just confided her 
feelings in him. But even as his excitement rose from his growing 
relationship—a little more than expected—something felt off. Or maybe, it 
wasn’t him, maybe it was the woman inside him. Hanna just told him 
something any person would be ecstatic to hear, even be on the verge of 
death from astonishment, but it all rang hollow. 

Astuo... Is this not enough? 


But once again, he received no reply. Instead, her silence told him 
everything he needed to know. It wasn’t enough, or rather, he didn’t feel 
invested enough, dedicated enough. There was too much on his mind, too 
many events, too many pieces that required his attention. It was always just 
Citrus and him, why now was his mind and emotions starting to break? 

“Oh cool! Look, Ian! The show goes on!” He acknowledged the 
girl’s request for attention. But as he looked down at the freshwater body, 
broken pieces began to mend within him. “I kicked a piece of bread in and 
some carp came up! They’re massive!” 

It was then, as the brown and yellow scales glinted off the setting 
sunlight, that he realized what was wrong. It wasn’t about forming a bond 
with just someone who was available. No, this entire time, there was one 
person he held in his mind the entire time. One person who all the mental 
and physical strain was worth enduring. The one person he turned away 
from the minute the problem blocked his path from her. 

“T see. This emotion... it’s powerful... a drug.” The mellow voice 
had finally returned, satisfaction seeping from their words. Ian couldn’t help 
but smile as his drive was now focused back where it belonged. “Ian. She’s 
arrived. On the beach.” 

It felt as if he lost control of his neck as his head turned and locked 
onto a hoodie-wearing figure standing down on the beach, the person’s gaze 
looking up at them. 

“Jealousy,” Astuo continued. “She can’t seem to handle the 
competition.” 

“Hanna,” Ian sideways shuffled away from her. “I know you just 
told me something super important and you’d probably like some kind of 
answer, but I have to go. I am really sorry.” 

Without waiting for a reply or even looking back, he took off back 
up the pier, his vision locked onto the person standing on the sand. 
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He kicked off his shoes, then took off down the beach. The sand stuck 
between his toes, the yellow grains flying through the air as he ran. 

“I said stop!” He shouted, the sweat beading down his chin. Even in 
the awkward terrain, the hooded figure was outpacing him by a large 
margin, and with it being a late summer day, he wondered how the person 
wasn’t dropping from heat exhaustion with that black hoodie on. 

“No offense, you’re lacking in endurance.” 

“Ya... no shit...” Ian replied, forgetting he could save his breath to 
talk to Astuo. His lungs were on fire. His throat was dry. The digesting food 
and coffee mixed like a blender in his esophagus. 

“You vomit. We will lose them.” 

“I...” I get that Astuo, try cheering for me or something. It might 
make me run faster. 

“Victory for Ian. He will not puke. Victory for Ian. He won’t piss 
himself.” 

“You asshole!” He could imagine the tiny arms and hands of a 
bored-looking benchwarmer, distracting him more than helping. The sweat 
was stinging his eyes, as he tried to keep his vision locked onto the blurry 
figure. But after wiping his face, he looked up to find boulders, a field of 
giant rocks sitting on top of each other for at least a mile, dead ahead. 

He was familiar with the scenery, but not acquainted enough to 
begin leaping across the tops of the wave breakers, not like the person he 
was chasing was currently doing. It was true, he could feel Astuo’s 
prediction was going to become true. The thuds Ian was making in the sand 
slowed, his determination to keep going, dwindling. 

“You know who. Just shout her name.” 

The slowing of his momentum continued the words of Astuo 
piercing his mind. It was one of the many thoughts on his brain, but 
whenever it started to ascend in priority, he made sure to shove it back 
again. But now, Astuo was not asking him, but telling him, demanding him 


to confront the one question that had been battering his mind ever since he 
met the lustful demon girl. Who was the person that cursed him? 

“Citrus!” It was his voice that shouted across the lakefront, but it 
wasn’t Ian who initiated it. Though it was his eyes that witnessed as the 
figure previously fleeing his position, now stopped, cold, and still as a tree. 
It was impossible to admit it, though the facts stared him in the face. There 
was no one else it could be. The facts all lined up, and he just forced 
himself to be blind to them. 

The obsession with helping Diana, the studying of the rituals, the 
night he fell into the basement, the fact that it was her basement. 
Confronting it all made his heart sink. Falling to his knees, he grabbed his 
chest, writhing in pain like it was going to explode. Ian looked back up at 
the rocks to see the thing he never wanted to. 

Green eyes locked onto him crying as he watched her black hair 
wave in the wind. 

“Astuo, you’re—” 

“Yes. This is my summoner.” 

Upon seeing her, there was a mysterious feeling of obsessive want 
for the woman, his own sister, but the pain of confirming her identity 
overwrote any corrupted feelings that might have compelled him. Of 
course, it was her; it had to be her. There was no one else it could’ve been. 
Watching her as she leaped down from the rocks, each step she took toward 
his fallen figure felt like two magnets undergoing the process of repulsion. 
But not even if the skin started to peel off his body to escape, Astuo would 
keep each atom in its place. 

Eventually, Citrus was in front of him. A body could wash up on the 
shore betwixt them and perfectly space the two siblings. Ian leaned back, 
propping himself on his knees. As their teary eyes met, he wept, calling out 
the one question hidden deep down all this time. 

“Why, Citrus?!” Ian had trouble catching his breath. The whines of 
misery accompanied the drool draining from his mouth. Ian was sure it was 
a pitiful sight like a child scraping their knee and crying out why the world 
is so cruel. But it felt natural to show this pitiful face to the same sister 
who’s seen this side of him many times throughout their lives. Every scrap, 
every bump, every tumble, every heartbreak, she was there for all of it ever 
since he was born. 


“We’re lonely fools, are we not?” Ian looked up as his sister said 
this, but her sights were set on the lake. “No matter how many times you 
were worried about how I felt, I never blamed you for Mom and Dad. That 
was part of the reason you wouldn’t go in the attic, right? But when I heard 
you go up there the other night while I was talking to the detective, it made 
me realize something.” 

Even through his heaving, he was listening attentively. It was less of 
an assumption and more of an educated guess, but she was right. He spent 
his last moments with their parents that day and he feared she always 
loathed him for that fact. Ian knew their last words to him; shared their last 
laughs with him. What sibling wouldn’t be upset that it wasn’t them in that 
position, being part of the last seconds of their parents? But wouldn’t a 
sibling also be proud of their peer growing out of their fear or regret? 

“Tt made me realize that ever since that girl showed up, you’ve 
become more distant from me, your sister. The person who’s been there for 
you every minute of every day was going to be left behind. I was going to 
be the only lonely one. You understand what loneliness does to a person 
after all.” 

Citrus pulled off her black hoodie, revealing a green tank top 
underneath. But it wasn’t the top that was displaying to him, instead, there 
were what seemed like hundreds of scars he’d never seen before running 
from both of her elbows to the base of her neck. Wiping his eyes again, he 
tried to focus on the marks that were embedded in her body. 

“Are those... burn marks?” 

“Now do you see? Do you see what she’s done to me?!” If Hanna 
were still on the pier, she and all the other guests on the beach could hear 
Citrus’s scream. In all the years they’d known each other, Ian had never 
heard his sister’s voice so coated with anger. 

“Citrus, Diana didn’t do this to you... you did it, didn’t you? How 
did you even hide this from me?” 

“Says a lot about someone who doesn’t pay attention.” But as the 
words settled, the fury brought on by them consumed her face as harsh 
shots of exhaled air left her throat. “She’s taking you away from me Ian! I 
will not let that happen! FII make you love me forever! I’1]—” 

“Citrus! I already love you!” Ian shouted back, he felt it was the 
only way she could hear him. “And Ill never leave you! You’re my sister! 


PII die by your side if I have to! I love you more than anyone or anything 
combined! You’ve been there for me; supported me. Even in my darkest 
times, you’re right by my side! I would be the most selfish creature on earth 
to look to you for all of that and then throw it all away! I love you, Citrus 
Abigail Debole!” 

To this proclamation, she stared back into his hazel eyes. Then, even 
with her face still holding an angry look, she sniffled. With each sniffle after 
the first, her face grew softer, her eyes glossing over. Suddenly, as if a cloud 
broke directly above them, she fell to her knees, screaming as she cried. 

“T’m—hic sorry.” Hiccups interrupted her apologies several times. 
“I’m so—hic sorry, Ian. I... I never should’ve tried—hic to change you. I 
just didn’t want to—hic lose you. I’m sooorry!” 

Now it was her that looked pitiful, which he knew meant he had the 
responsibility of the older sibling. Imprints of grains showed across his 
knees as they fell back to the beach. After kneeling for so long, his legs 
were wobbly, but he still made his way over to his sister who needed him. 
Falling back down in front of her, lan wrapped his arm around her head, 
pulling it into him. Stroking her hair, the two of them sat and cried together, 
late into the night. 


TWENTY-SEVEN 


Diana lay on the couch looking up at the boy, “are you sure about this?” 

“It’s not up to me.” Ian looked up to the ceiling as if he were 
speaking to some higher power. “Astuo, are you sure about this?” 

“Indeed. We are more than capable.” He was glad to hear her have a 
happier tone, even if it was still based in mellow. 

The boy pressed forward, moving his hand towards Diana’s, but 
they never connected. Instead, pausing, thinking that at any moment, this 
could go horribly wrong. Rycklid could launch a surprise attack, potentially 
ending the conflict before it even starts. He started to wonder if it was smart 
to have both Reity the detective, and Citrus, his last standing family 
member, there with them. But they both had their reasons for being there, 
their striking gazes sinking the question like a ship before he even asked. 

Then there was the concern he shared with the girl in front of him 
who was about to experience something mystical, the results of which were 
unknown. The thought passed through his mind, is it even worth it? several 
times. However, he knew it was not only worth it, but it was necessary for 
Diana’s sake. 

“Diana, before we do this, I have something I want to say.” 

“What is it?” Acting on what seemed like an impulse, she reached 
for his hand to comfort his woes. But he dodged it, knowing if he did the 
same, there might not be a chance to share his thoughts. 

“We’ve shared a lot of moments together, and I appreciate the time 
we’ve gotten. But if I have to be honest, I still feel like we’re strangers.” 

“Nian—” 

“But, I want that to change. After all of this is over. I want to share 
many more moments with you as a part of our family. So let’s make it 
through this together.” 

A moment of silence lay still the room. But a moment was all she 
needed, before smiling and nodding, while they courageously clasped their 
hands together. The two vessels, with their otherworldly beings, awaited the 
shocking pain. But to their relief, there wasn’t one. No feeling of anguish 


was displayed on either of their faces. However, as they confirmed each 
other’s well-being, Ian noticed a smoky haze between the two of them. It 
was clear Diana was seeing it too. She gave a puzzled expression as she 
focused on it as best she could. 

“Why, hello there!” The realization came too late. Ian knew he’d 
seen this smoky figure before. Diana jumped up and over the back of the 
couch, an unsurprising reaction for someone who’d never seen one of these 
beings incarnate. But this time, Ian was ready. Taking a step back, he braced 
for whatever move Astuo was about to launch his body into. 

The boy stood and waited, and continued to wait as he stared at the 
hazy translucent figure in front of him. Though Rycklid had no discernible 
facial features, Ian could tell, he was staring back at him; judging him, or 
maybe waiting patiently as well. There was no way to be sure, but literal 
minutes passed, as the patience of everyone in the room grew thin. 

“Uh, Astuo. Isn’t this where we... I don’t know, do something cool?” 

“Why?” The mellow voice in his head seemed genuinely puzzled. 

“Isn’t he about to attack us or something? A fight to the death, 
right?” 

“Hmm? But he will not attack?” 

Ian let loose his Bruce Lee-inspired action pose and collapsed to the 
floor. It was as if all the fear, anxiety, preparation, and motivation, had left 
his body completely drained. Feeling everyone’s eyes on him, he curled up 
into the fetal position, wanting to roll away like a potato bug. But as he 
turned to commence his desired position, he saw a girl laying next to him, 
one resembling his sister, but he had just heard the real Citrus gasp from the 
hallway behind him. 

Rycklid’s voice boomed from across the room. “Dear boy! I see 
you’ve collected four of the five pieces! Plus ones are a welcome surprise!” 

Pondering Rycklid’s words, he stared at the girl lying next to him, 
landing on the only logical conclusion. “As... Astuo?!” 

“Indeed. I’ve always seen you, but now...” Astuo, swiped the bangs 
of her black hair behind her ear before reaching over to Ian’s face, placing 
her palm on his cheek. “I’m happy you can see me again.” 

See her again? Was I not able to see her in my head? Or was that 
not enough for her? 


“It was not.” The girl, a reflection of his sister’s features, glossed 
over his cheek with her thumb. Her eyes found a proper resting place as she 
stared into his. 

“Ts this... what I summoned?!” Citrus shouted, sending him reeling 
back into reality, realizing how awkward this must have been for his 
sibling. “She looks exactly like me! And why is she naked?!” 

But the entity ignored her witch. Instead, she lingered on the boy 
once more, before sitting up to look at Rycklid. 

“Your wish for conflict. It’s absent. Or did it ever exist? Disciple of 
death.” 

“I...” It was as it always was like Rycklid was announcing a sports 
event to thousands of attendees. “Am a man of many games! Psychology is 
just a very controversial one to those who do not manipulate!” 

Ian watched on. The two creatures sat together talking as if they 
were just casual members of society, if not for one of their unusual 
appearances. However, several talking points caught the boy’s attention. 

I have four of the pieces? 

Mulling over all the times Rycklid and he had talked, there wasn’t 
much that stood out referring to pieces, other than those chess pieces within 
Rycklid’s realm. 

Four... Four... Lets see. What was it? Diana was the king. Citrus 
was the bishop. I was the knight. Oh! And Rycklid was the pawn, but I guess 
he wasn t counting himself. But then, who were the other two? 

Ian thought about the specifics of the figurines, the black and white 
pieces creating a mess across the floor. Details returned from the 
conversation he’d had after the ordeal, discussing the game pieces with his 
sister and Diana. 

Then it set in. He focused on the suit. One of them was wearing a 
suit. A suit was something someone had worn on their very first encounter 
with Ian. Not to mention, that person was standing in the very room, surely 
baffled as they listened to the conversation between the spiritual creatures. 

“So you. You know not your summoner?” The sister look-alike 
questioned, now covered by a blanket thanks to her taller twin’s 
embarrassment. 

“That is an untrue statement! The correct answer: I know of my 
summoner! Now a word from our sponsor!” His voice altered itself to a low 


tone, resembling that of a voice actor from a movie commercial. “She’s 
traveled many continents. Over many centuries. She’s summoned thousands 
before Rycklid, the handsome. She is... the witch of Sweden!” 

Sweden? 

Ian thought back to that last figure, laying on the ground, the queen. 
His hand reached out, mimicking the motion he took that day towards the 
piece he found a strange attraction to. Looking past his stretched-out hand 
in his memory, he saw a woman, in a long summer dress, wearing a sun hat. 


TWENTY-EIGHT 


Four seats surrounded the table, but only three sat taken. In one of the 
occupied seats was Ian, the one watching the argument unfold in front of 
him. The second was by Astuo, now wearing the black hoodie worn by his 
sister on the beach, as she clung to Ian’s arm. She was uninterested in the 
argument, instead opting to nuzzle her cheek into his bicep with a satisfied 
smile. She may mimic his Citrus’s appearance, but he had trouble seeing 
her for anything other than a new kid sibling; another sister. Maybe she had 
transformed into such, blood relation and all. He wasn’t sure at this point. 
Ian was tired and thought nothing of it to ask the others for confirmation. 
Then the last butt firmly set was Diana’s. Her attention was also away from 
the conflict in the kitchen, her gaze locked onto the girl who was wrapped 
around Ian like a padlock. 

The disagreement the boy was focused on, and the others were 
ignoring, was the overzealous shouting of Reity, the green tea-drinking 
detective, and his sister Citrus, the coffee-obsessed workaholic. Rycklid had 
returned inside Diana after providing more than enough information for the 
group to start discussions. But after the five of them had gathered in the 
kitchen, a question was asked. One that seemed more provoking than 
anything any of them witnessed up till this point. 

It was at least ten minutes ago, but the words, “Pl take green tea 
instead,” followed by, “Sorry, we don’t have any here,” were still the center 
of heated deliberations. The two were shouting obscenities at each other at 
one point, but Citrus had still not attempted to kick the detective out. And 
the same was true for Reity, not having walked out or detained his big sister 
for being unruly. Maybe they knew there was a more pressing matter at 
hand and just needed to get some frustration out before turning to the 
serious stuff. 

“I don’t care what’s at stake! I’m not moving until you admit coffee 
is better!” 

Or maybe they’re both petty. 


Ian decided his time was better spent looking down at the girl 
attached to him. It filled him with relief. Maybe it was his own, or maybe 
the respite is shared with Astuo. Whosever it was, he found it warming to 
see her smiling, no matter how indiscernible the muscles in her face were 
flexing. Reaching over, he placed his hand on her head, gently petting the 
follicles growing from her scalp. Remembering his time on the beach with 
Citrus, this action made her feel better. Maybe the same applied to the girl 
taking after his sister. Stroke after stroke, she let out slight noises of 
comfort. 

“Um... Ilan?” Diana went to tap on his hand for his attention, but she 
didn’t want to miss and cause another kerfuffle. “Rycklid went back to his 
‘place of residence.’ Don’t you think it might be time she returned too?” 

She pointed a fingertip down at the satisfied clone. He watched her 
for a moment thinking that Diana might have a point, but found it difficult 
to disturb Astuo. Without saying a word, he found it best to motion his hand 
down at the girl, an attempt to imply that she was sleeping. 

But Diana’s sudden puffed-out cheeks said that his lack of concern 
is a mistake. She reached over and placed her fingers on the shoulder of the 
cuddling girl. “Astuo... is it safe for you to be out this long? Shouldn’t you 
go back inside... I mean, shouldn’t you return back... no that’s not right 
either... ah, shouldn’t you return home?” 

Ian figured she was probably referencing the room where these 
entities claimed residency from inside the vessel. Even though they’d 
discussed Rycklid’s “room” before, Ian made sure to go into far greater 
detail, in the moments they had to catch up before the argument. After all, 
there were a lot of events that led up to these moments that Diana had 
missed since being tucked away like a recluse. Not only what transpired 
between Citrus and him, but Hanna, Reity, being possessed. The whole nine 
yards was a lot to summarize and obviously, an equal amount of brain 
power to comprehend in just a few minutes. 

Even though he knew Diana should be organizing all the details 
she’d been fed, she seemed relentless about her current concern. Nudging 
the shoulder of the girl, she insisted on a reply. “A... Astuo?” 

“Tan. Ian is my home. So being right here by his side. I am home.” 
Though her mellow voice thudded as shallowly as ever, an onlooker could 
confuse the words for that of a child, matching the entity’s current form. 


“Well, even if that’s the case. Ian’s been through a lot these past 
couple of days, and could probably use some space to relax.” 

“If Ian is fatigued. We will recuperate together. So allow us to do 
so.” 

If blood vessels made a sound, a popping would have just filled the 
room. Diana’s forehead scrunched in frustration, a vein visible on its 
surface. Thus began the second argument. 

Ian couldn’t help but wonder how much longer he had on this earth 
before the woman he associated with was the cause of his dying breath. 

After a bit, the four had settled down, resolving none of their issues. 
Now that the four seats needed to be occupied by human behinds, Astuo 
now shared a seat with Ian, even if it was to Diana’s dismay. Astuo wanted 
her seat to be atop his lap, but Diana drew the line there. And unless he 
wanted another argument to break out, Ian had to start. The most obvious 
question to initiate: how they needed to lead their next steps. 

“So what have we learned?” 

The question was open-ended and could be answered with the 
broadest of statements. But, Ian himself asked because he wanted 
clarification on the events that transpired from the perspectives of the 
individuals who had experienced it. A group of people may witness the 
same obscurities, but the interpretation of what they saw was an important 
factor to consider. That’s why he felt it was wise to ask the others, instead 
of assuming what he saw was shared among them. Different lead-ups to the 
current moment could play a factor as well and Diana was at the center of it 
all, bringing this gathering of people into existence all for different reasons. 

Citrus was brought here due to studying Diana’s illness, and 
understanding how to use it for herself. Reity was one of the original 
investigators of the police case involving Diana. Astuo was brought to them 
today being attached to Ian, by Citrus, who only knew how to do so because 
of Diana. After everything, Ian felt like not only Diana, but himself were 
both the linchpin to this entire ordeal. If he never witnessed her suicide 
from the I-480 bridge, nothing in his pitiful wishy-washy would’ve 
changed. 

“Well...” Reity took the reins. “I guess the first question would be: 
do you know Hanna at all, Diana?” 


The group, excluding Astuo whose face was still nestled into Ian, 
turned like owls in the white-haired girl’s direction. Reity brought out her 
smartphone displaying a photo of Hanna and her at an ice cream shop in 
their work attire. Raising a finger to her chin, she looked as though she 
were trying to remember a quiz question. Ian however, took a hard look at 
the photo, not to recall any details about Hanna, but with how happy they 
both looked in the picture. 

This looks exactly like the Hanna I know, smile and all. I dont feel 
right suspecting her of anything. 

That’s when he noticed Astuo looking up at him, whispering. 
“Mistake. Don’t judge a book by its cover, Ian. You should know better.” 

He knew she was right. Citrus was unexpectedly guilty of the same 
crime, and still, she’d be the one to slap him if she knew he was having 
these thoughts. 

“I’m sorry,” Diana said, scratching her head. “The face isn’t ringing 
any bells.” 

“Wait,” Citrus interjected. “If that’s the case, how’re you able to 
manifest a physical form of Rycklid? It doesn’t make sense since you don’t 
know your summoner.” 

Astuo spoke up this time, though her face was once again buried. 
“The dead man. His method is a hostile takeover of the host body, sapping 
the vessel of everything. That’s why the girl fainted the first time. Ian and I 
are of mutual ownership.” 

Reity, being the professional investigator of the group, hammered 
the group for swaying off-topic. These exact steps of discussion went on for 
several cycles. Someone would ask a question involving Hanna or Rycklid. 
That question would end up overturning no new information. After that, 
someone would interrupt with a missing detail or a derailing question. 
Then, after that question received a proper answer, Reity would become 
aggravated about being off-subject. 

Its safe to say we’re getting nowhere. 

“Tan, how’d you get to the understanding that it was Hanna again?” 

It was his turn to be the first step of the cycle. However, unlike the 
others, he knew he had a proper answer to give the detective this time. After 
sweeping together the details in his head to form a comprehensible 
sentence, he started. “Um... well, I remember there being a queen chess 


piece that resembled Hanna the day I ran into her at the library. I never 
made the connection until now. Plus, he said she was from Sweden, and it 
just kind of made sense.” 

“So, we’re trusting the words and visions created by a persona- 
driven demon creature?” She was blunt with her analysis, but it was true. 
Up until now, he was just putting all his faith in Rycklid not being a lying 
sack of shit messing with them. His negativity worsened as he realized that 
he’d trusted Rycklid’s word more than he trusted Astuo through their first 
encounters. And now it put into question all the information he’d been 
relying on up till this point. 

Was Rycklid lying? If he was, what about? Was the piece even a 
clue? Was it shaped like Hanna to throw me off the path? 

Astuo placed her hand on Ian’s chest, her palm sitting just above his 
heart. “Settle. He was not a liar. He is a fan of games. Games must move 
forward and have a proper conclusion to be exciting. This is no exception.” 

“So we’re just going to trust the words of his buddy?” 

Astuo may have had a brow-twitch reaction to Reity’s provocation, 
but Ian did not. He patted Astuo’s head, smiling down at the insulted girl. 
“Hey Reity, why don’t we just call her? Hanna, I mean.” Instead of waiting 
for a response, Ian slid his arm out from the attached girl and walked into 
the living room, cell phone in hand. 

The person on the other end picked up, a time was set, and a dial 
tone sounded. Ian walked back into the kitchen, placing the wireless phone 
on its cradle. Looking over the group, they were all staring at him in a 
hesitant state. Picking up the keys from the counter, he waved his arm, 
signaling them all. 

“Well, come on.” 

They were all dumbfounded, but seats slid across the floor, and they 
all made their way down the front steps. 


TWENTY-NINE 


The two separate entrances to Ross Park are unusual. While it’s an officially 
recognized park by the city, there aren’t any signs or walkways, just a 
grassy field, a long-forgotten baseball diamond, and waist-high stone pillars 
to prevent daring drivers from using it as a shortcut. Matter of fact, calling 
it a park was a bit of a compliment. Not a soul seemed fond of anything 
other than the small sledding hill that led down beside the busy highway. 
But in the summer, it’s the perfect place for a private meeting. 

“Tan... why this park...?” Citrus had a firm grip on the steering wheel 
as she parked against the curb in front of a neighboring house. Twisting her 
wrists, her sweaty palms could be heard by everyone as they squeaked 
against the plastic grip. The air she cycled flowed shallow, and the two 
people who didn’t share a familial relation were concerned. Even though 
they were right down the street from a bad part of the neighborhood, this 
street, in particular, didn’t seem too bad. Nor was the weather of any 
concern. Other than the asphalt road, it was blue skies and green foliage as 
far as the eye could see. Reity, who was in the passenger seat, latched onto 
Citrus’ shoulder. From the information Ian had obtained, the two girls were 
within a closer age range. But he knew, even if they were born in the same 
month of the same year, the connection would still not help calm her mind. 

“Nian... is this the park... the park where your parents died?” Astuo, 
who was sitting between Diana, the questioner, and Ian, the receiver of said 
question, tugged on Diana’s sleeve. Both Diana and Reity shifted their 
sights from the boy to his companion. Astuo nodded in her partner’s stead. 

Reity seemed like she just witnessed something worth being furious 
over. “Why the hell would you pick this park?!” 

There were no official parking spots dedicated to the park, so he 
stared out the window at whoever house they were stationary in front of. 
“Equal footing,” were the only words he could mutter after seeing his 
sister’s reaction to the chosen setting. After all her supporting yet 
emotionless responses to his woes in the past, he figured she’d gotten over 


it enough to revisit. It turned out his assumption was wrong. She would 
probably never be ready for this. 

But, on the opposite spectrum, every minute that passed, he felt like 
it was time. Ian had this urge building up inside of him to finally confront 
his past, and begin the next chapter of his life without this string attached. 
Plus, knowing everyone was going to be present, it felt like all the support 
he would need to conquer this hill was readily available. Though he felt 
sorry for keeping the meeting spot a secret from everybody, there was 
another underlying reason for it. A reason both related and unrelated to the 
interaction that was about to take place. 

“What do you mean ‘equal footing’?” Reity’s voice was still coarse 
with anger. Maybe she thought Citrus’s attitude would affect the mission, or 
maybe she was wondering how her own brother could do this to her. Asking 
himself that question, he wasn’t sure how he was capable of such a cruel 
thing himself. 

“Detective, have you ever heard about Hanna’s family ordeals?” 

“Well, no. We were close, but only as working partners.” 

“Her sister and mother died in a fire some time ago.” Too little too 
late to consider, but he wasn’t sure he had permission to give out that 
sensitive information. The answer was probably no, but there was no time 
to start weighing guilt. 

Reity’s furrowed brow softened. If she was having doubts about 
whether or not Ian had a plan, her concerns were waived. Otherwise, if her 
face indicated instead that it was her lack of knowledge pertaining to her 
own partner, well, Ian felt he couldn’t resolve that for her. But there was 
something he could resolve: this mystery surrounding them all. 

Astuo, maybe it’s better if you get back inside for now. 

“But...” 

I’m relying on you. 

The girl looked disappointed but seemed to realize that preying 
further would be futile. The entity collapsed into a cloud of black smoke, 
taking the shape of a tall capsule. Though it was smoke, it had the traits of a 
liquid, twisting around Ian’s arm before wrapping around his neck like a 
snake. Without a word, he popped the lock on the door, and stepped out 
onto the sidewalk, Astuo disappearing into his skin. Ian had already taken 
quite a few steps down the street by the time the others started to trail him. 


They parked three houses down from the grassy transition of the 
road, and as he approached the convergence, he saw the sun-hatted head of 
the battle-braided blonde sitting on one of the little league’s audience 
benches. He raised his hand to halt the others at the pillars, as he continued 
on his trek. But as he paced himself in an attempt to get close to the woman 
without alerting her, a crunch sounded from his foot. Ian thought he knew 
what time of the year it was, but lifting his flat-bottom sneaker made him 
question his knowledge of the seasons. 

What’ a bunch of dead leaves doing here? 

“It was rude leaving me on the pier the other day.” There wasn’t a 
difference in the tone of her voice, but the tension of the situation still 
startled him. 

“Uh... yeah. Pm sorry about that.” He replied, scratching his scalp. 
There was no reason to suspect she was guilty off the bat. But even if she 
was, that was no reason to lie. “My sister was actually spying on us that 
day. Crazy right?” 

Hanna’s chuckle lifted the mood a bit. Lifting her hand, she patted 
the spot on the bench next to her, turning to give him a friendly smile. “Ya, 
that’s pretty crazy. Here, come sit. We’ll talk for a bit.” 

Ian looked off at the opposite entrance of the park, thinking about 
the dreaded hill right next to it. His shaking knees were unstoppable, as the 
two of them sat there in silence. The atmosphere was odd, it wasn’t the 
usual mood that encompassed him when he was around Hanna. No, the air 
was dense. The highway that led downtown was quiet, and that never 
happens, not even at two in the morning. The nagging feeling that this lead 
detective knew something sprouted and grew relentlessly like a weed. 

If he didn’t want to die from a stroke, he knew he had to break the 
silence. “Han—” 

“Do you remember the day we met?” 

Surely the answer was embedded in both of their minds, so he 
wasn’t sure why she asked it. It wasn’t that long ago and was a bit of an 
intense day for him, so yes, he remembered it. 

“I knew who you were before I even showed up at your door. Even 
though we didn’t interact directly, I assisted in the case involving your 
parents.” 


His brain emptied itself of every question he’d prepared before 
entering the park. He had a plan, heck, he still knew he had one, but this 
revelation sent him mentally spiraling out of control. Wrapping his fingers 
around the edge of the aluminum bench, he tried to steady his body as it 
followed the swaying of his dizzy head. They had a deeper connection this 
entire time, and he had no clue. But that wasn’t what worried him, since 
there’s more she isn’t telling him and it’s still to be revealed. 

“So when you called asking me to meet you at this park. I knew 
something was up. No sane child would ever choose to return to the place 
of their parent’s deaths. But I guess that’s a trait we share. We’re both not 
sane, are we?” Insecurities plastered themselves all over her face, as any 
confidence she might have had dropped to the ground she was looking at. 
“So, why did you bring me here, Ian?” 

He wanted to speak, but his mouth was dry. When he reintroduced 
saliva to the surfaces, he choked on the spit. After finishing his coughing fit, 
his lungs felt strained. It really did feel like it was impossible to talk to this 
woman after her secret was spilled. But maybe if he calmed down and 
tackled the conversation one step at a time, he’d get to his objective 
eventually. 

“I... wanted to talk about your family... you said they died in a fire.” 
Honesty was the only policy he could rely on, otherwise, he felt he’d just 
lose her. “I thought... bringing you here would make it more comfortable to 
talk about since I lost part of my family too.” 

Hanna’s red eyes did not sparkle in a moment of understanding like 
he’d hoped for. Instead, they were deadpan, the most emptiness he’d ever 
seen in a set of pupils. It was as if they were telling him, “Are you sure,” 
but he gave neither them nor her any response. But to his relief, he didn’t 
have to. As her lips parted, she began her tale. She brought her hand in 
front, spreading her fingers and twisting her wrist, as the sand from the ball 
field started to shape itself. Tiny toy-like characters with faceless spheres 
for heads and cone-shaped bodies began to form on the lowest bench seat. 

With this, Ian’s mission was complete. He now had his answer. 


THIRTY 


The knot on my head was sore from knocking it against the wood frame of 
my bed. I was trying to tend to it, but the straw poking through the cheap 
fabric was tickling my arm. So to restrain myself from laughing, I covered 
my mouth. Footsteps raced down the hall towards the door to my room. 
Holding my breath was all I could do in hopes that I wasn’t found by the 
pursuer. 

But as the door swung open, slamming against the wall, I bumped 
the forming goose egg again. It was more unbearable the second time, but if 
I didn’t stay quiet, who knew what punishment I’d suffer? I watched as the 
footsteps paced through the room, probably checking each nook thoroughly. 
The sense of successfully evading the enemy was almost unbearable, as 
they started their way back into the hall. 

Just as I was about to relax, the body standing in the doorway 
dropped to the floor. The face of a girl revealed itself. 

“I found you!” My ten-year-old sister, Kirin, had beaten me at hide 
and seek once again. 

“Tt’s not fair! You’re so much smaller than me!” Being fourteen, it 
was an understandable complaint. I knew facing off against a much more 
petite opponent would be a disadvantage. There was never a truer fact. 
When I'd agreed to our very first match years prior, it was a death sentence 
for my future win-to-loss ratio. 

Unlike when I dove under in a panic due to my sister’s rapid 
counting speed, I chose to slowly inch my way out from under my low- 
sitting bed. The wooden floorboards were as cold as ever. Being in a slab 
cabin on a hill outside of what would later be known as East Gotland. I 
knew we were lucky with each Swedish winter we came out alive. But 
being grateful didn’t make the spring mornings any less freezing. 

My sister took off towards the kitchen, “Mama, mama, I won 
again!” 

Holding my head, I waddled around to sit at the table while my 
mother, Caroline, was busy praising my sister. With a wave of her finger, 


she gestured as if to mark a chalkboard, “Another point for Kirin! But 
remember, Haxa still has you beat in studies!” 

That comment was always enough to get my sister to stomp around, 
completely forgetting the feeling of her victory in hide and seek. But what 
did she expect? Not only had I been studying witchcraft since I was five, 
but my mother found me quite gifted for my age. By the time I was eight, I 
was already summoning celestial sprites and keeping them in jars. Of 
course, they’d fizzle out eventually, but my mother always told me that 
nothing lasts forever, so I didn’t think much of it at the time. 

Though we were all smiling and laughing as usual, something felt 
off this morning. Just as Mother had told me to set the table for breakfast, 
there was a knock at the door. I wasn’t told to grab my sister, but it felt as 
though hundreds of tiny spirits all told me at once to do so. My mother, 
though a gifted teacher and master in the arts, seemed to not expect 
anything, as she happily opened the door to whomever found their way up 
our dirt trail today. 

“Mrs.Caroline Lundin, by order of the royal command, on this day, 
April 10th, 1617. You and your daughters will be tested by trial for 
witchcraft.” 

We’d known there was a new law signed into place and had heard 
that people were being prosecuted in Duchy for spell-casting and such. But 
our studies had always been private between the three of us, and living on 
the hill, we’d never had anyone to gossip to. Maybe someone at the market 
had started a rumor about Mother, or maybe we’d just been made guilty by 
people who thought of us as abnormal by living away from the town. 

Their tests and evidence were holey, to say the least, but the 
majority of folks found us guilty. Though execution was tossed around as a 
punishment, one that made me soil my underwear, in our case, they felt a 
hefty fine would suffice. Money was no hard task as Father was a traveling 
merchant who’d trade goods in foreign lands, but the prosecution brought 
on by the system leaders was never the issue, it was the townsfolk who 
were unruly about our presence. 

A few nights had passed since the trials without much commotion, 
but tonight, I lay awake. Not from the sprites, though they were there, but 
by the sound of crackling coming from the front of the house. Getting up 


and walking into the main room, heat and roaring brightness engulfed the 
walls and floors. 

Peering outside past the flame, I saw two large wooden poles with 
screaming black masses attached to them. It was the same flames 
consuming my mother and sister. I knew not how I was spared being 
dragged out by my feet along with my family. Maybe my gift for witchcraft 
was starting to show itself as more of a curse. But after escaping out the 
back of the burning building I once called home, I set out to find a new 
place to study. 

I knew one day, I’d surpass my mother and even her mother before 
her. I’d protect myself from the evils of this world, something even my 
mother could not do. It took me fourteen years to hone my craft to 
something more usable than parlor tricks. I’d discovered the ability to 
manipulate my youth indefinitely, proving useful for gaining many more 
years of study. But there were countless lives I had to sacrifice to obtain the 
knowledge I required. Thus the bodies piled up. 

Traveling from place to place to hide, I found sources of spiritual 
power and varying practices of the occult. I eventually made my way across 
the seas. There, I had my last major scare with the witch trials in Salem, 
almost being discovered after a colleague and I were reported by an 
onlooker. Surviving that incident taught me two things. One, I couldn’t 
dedicate myself solely to my studies. And two, I needed an occupation that 
would revolve around others, so any actions I took in my free time were not 
seen as too suspicious. 

Thus, here I sit, a detective and a witch, in the present day. 


THIRTY-ONE 


The sand on the bench got caught up in the wind; the particles blowing 
away in a gust. Ian was sweating profusely. He wasn’t sure what to say, or if 
he should say anything at all. This woman he’d just discovered had been 
alive for more than four centuries. A killer was sitting within arms reach. 
Fleeing no longer seemed like an option. Even Astuo was frightened, his 
legs quivering because of her. 

Astuo, what do we do? What are our options here? 

But as he expected there was no response. Ian was at least thankful 
that she was inside of him so as to not be directly exposed to any attack 
Hanna might be privy to. The others, however, were not so lucky. The party 
was within view if the witch were to just turn her head. There was nothing 
he could do to protect himself or the others, nothing except try and continue 
talking to this person, not as a witch, but as a friend. 

“Hanna...” But he couldn’t do it. “Why did you do this to Diana? 
Why are you making her suffer like this?” 

Silence fell over the field. It was as if the world, and everything in it 
—the cars, the birds, the wind—it all seemed to stop. Ian looked around at 
his surroundings. Indeed. His perception was correct. Nothing, not an ant on 
a hill, not a blade of grass, not even his companions at the gate, none of it 
was moving. But there was one sensation he began to feel that felt like 
millions of tiny dime-sized spiders crawling up the back of his neck. He felt 
them in the collar of his shirt, in his hair, all over his spine. 

However, he knew they weren’t a real sensation caused by actual 
spiders. No, he’d felt this sensation before. It was the fear of things that 
were there, but only in a limited space, created by the owner of said space. 
Turning back around, he found Hanna, just as she was, sitting on the metal 
bleachers, looking down at the ground. 

But in turning her head to look back at him, the words, the answer 
he’d asked to hear, finally crawled their way from between her lips. 
“Diana? She was just another failed attempt.” 


The words took a minute to sink in, the painful words that someone 
he cared about so dearly, was suffering so much, all for Hanna’s 
experiments. But just as the anger formed into an irrational retort, the 
witch’s face began shaking wildly. It was like someone had placed a 
massage gun on the nape of her neck. Then the shaking grew more violent. 
The pores on her face rapidly enlarged. In mere moments, there were tens 
of thousands of tiny pin-sized craters all over the surface of this once 
gorgeous face. 

“Oh shit.” The words came out unintentionally, yet were the only 
way he could cope with what he was seeing. As millions of tiny bees were 
now inching their way out of those craters. 

The shiny metal surface of the bench is slippery as it always was. 
Ian, losing balance, missed the chance to get a grip before falling, his back 
now aimed at the grassy floor. Just as he braced for impact, there was none. 
Looking up, all he could see was the edge of the bench he’d just fallen 
from, and a bit of sky, as he sunk into the earth. 
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Auf! His back pounded against the dirt floor, and the painful surface 
of smooth stones shook his bones. The wind escaped him and there was 
nothing but darkness. Flinging himself up, he rested in a sitting position, but 
his eyes continued their uselessness. Every move he made echoed off the 
walls and down the tunnel of what seemed like an underground cave. 

“Astuo, you still with me?” His words too, bounced off and down 
the darkened corridor. 

“Indeed. Shall I come out and lead your way?” 

“No, I don’t want to lose you in this place. Can you just tell me 
where to go?” Figuring the girl couldn’t see, he suspected she could at least 
sense a general direction of travel. “Where are we anyway?” 

“The witch. She has many spells and many entities. Whether we’re 
in a place of her creation or a representative, I do not know. Now walk with 
your hand out slowly.” 

Doing as instructed, he walked until he felt a moist rocky surface 
with his fingertips. Tracing his hand along the wall, he walked with gravity, 
descending with the dirt floor. He kept his stride for a while, but there was 


no change in visibility. All he could do was hold faith that Astuo had better 
intuition than himself. 

“Wait, you have control of my body. Couldn’t you have just done 
this instead?” But the silence was a convenient scapegoat for the girl to 
take. However, he wasn’t sure if she hadn’t thought of it herself, or if there 
was an underlying reason for her decision. 

Or maybe... its some kind of fear... 

This excuse was only deduced due to the eerie sound of scuttling up 
the tunnel behind them. Small creatures, that were invisible to him, rushed 
past his feet and hand as they made their way up the walls. 

“Uh, Astuo...” 

“Hurry! They are running!” 

Suddenly, the sound of two surfaces sliding together shot down the 
tunnel in their direction. The boy’s body no longer moved of his own 
volition, Astuo snatched the wheel. Control of his body wasn’t entirely 
stolen from him, he still influenced it. But at this moment, Ian changing any 
actions that Astuo was taking would probably be detrimental to their safety. 

She was running, but her footholds were half-guessed at best. It was 
obvious that she hadn’t had much practice controlling a physical form. Then 
he remembered that there was one part of his body that his partner had no 
need for in their current predicament. Ian moved his lips, “Astuo, if you 
need me to take over for whatever reason, tell me!” 

“It’s a spiral. It’s descending downwards. Keep your hand on the 
wall, and run!” Just as she commanded the actions for him to take, his body 
felt heavy, as if this sleeve of meat was relinquished. The mysterious 
roaring grew louder. Whatever it was, it was gaining ground; like someone 
had broken a cart of wooden barrels, and hundreds of them were 
thunderously rolling towards them. The moisture of the cave wall rained 
down on his body, the vibrations dropping the sticky drips to drench the 
boy. 

“There!” Just as Astuo shouted, Ian discovered what it was she was 
referring to. There was a small hole in the wall. Running his hand around 
the entrance, it seemed about his height, but it was extremely slim, even for 
his lacking figure. But the shaking of the massive mass closing in on them 
deafened his thoughts of any alternatives. 


He had no other choice, he had to enter this crevice. Flashbacks to a 
Junji Ito manga entered his mind as his arm entered the hole. This hole felt 
nowhere near the shape of any human, but a voice he’d assigned to the 
character repeated, “This hole was made for me,” over and over. But at this 
point, he’d prefer a bipedal-shaped entrance. This nook felt more like a 
caver’s last spelunk. 

The roars of the creature destroying everything in its path boomed 
ever closer. It was like the wind was no longer the wind, instead being 
whatever this thing was filtering out of its gullet. 

“Tan! Hurry!” Astuo’s mellow tone shattered. The fear in her voice 
exploded with concern for the boy’s well-being. Though he knew her to be 
capable of affection, her voice always remained emotionless. This new 
revelation hurried his gut-sucking. He shoved his chest and back between 
the jagged rock walls, bruising and cutting himself several times. 

As Ian pulled his last arm in, the sticky surface of the ginormous 
smooth body brushed the palm of his hand. The soft surface of the creature 
vibrated the entire cave. Rocks fell, dust entered Ian’s lungs, and his feet 
slipped, though there was nowhere for him to fall. The boy had soiled his 
pants. He might have even fainted for a moment and didn’t realize it. But as 
the shaking of the cavern had stopped and the beast descended further into 
its hole, both Astuo and Ian couldn’t help but feel relief in the form of 
excitement. 

“Oh shi...” But the urge to exclaim victory remained unitched. The 
walls were still squeezing his chest. Moving his hand down, he tried to 
straighten himself. The boy slipped again, but this time, falling further into 
the crevice. The fear swelled up inside him as the claustrophobia set in. He 
wanted to scream for help, he wanted to cry, and he tried to catch his breath. 
No longer was he sure if the walls were stationary or if they were collapsing 
on him. Everything became too difficult to bare. 

Astuo... get us out of here. 

“No...” Ian couldn’t believe the reply he’d just gotten. Certainly, she 
was feeling the same pains and fears he was, and yet, she declined his 
request. But a certainty came over his mind, a bit of clarity in this 
suffocating darkness. Astuo continued, “Something’s here.” 

Ian felt her confidence, her determination insisting his body move a 
bit deeper into the hole they’d claimed refuge. He latched onto one rough 


surface, then another. His inhales grew more shallow with every inch of 
progress. But as he placed his arm again, it slipped but did not graze 
another surface. It was a pocket, a pocket of air, a space without that 
cramped strangulation of the underground. 

“Fall into it. You'll be ok. I promise.” Astuo’s instructions brought 
him happiness to follow, as he straightened once more, unsticking himself 
and falling back first onto another dirty surface. When he looked into the 
pocket, darkness remained. But then, he found candlelight, flickering off its 
smooth brown clay-like walls. 

Turning over, he looked at the room. Ian found the walls of the cave 
shaped in a spherical manner. The candle made fact that there were no 
entrances nor exits beside the crack he’d just struggled through. However, 
there was one thing the small white candle on the floor lit up beside the 
walls and the candle itself. There was a small girl with blonde hair sitting 
with her arms wrapped around her legs beside the candle. 

The girl was in ragged clothes as if she’d been homeless for many 
years. She did not reveal her eyes to the boy, instead maintaining her 
position as if she’d been crying into her arms since time began. Astuo had 
no words for the situation, but the fact that she was now calm, helped Ian to 
stay calm as well. He sat on his butt, swinging his legs around into a criss- 
cross waiting for any sort of comment from either of the girls. 

Both Ian and the mysterious blonde sat in the room, unmoving, for 
many minutes. But as time crawled on, the boy noticed something unusual. 
The wick of the candle burned the entire time, but the wax had not melted. 
There wasn’t even a pool of wax building on the top of the candle just 
under the flame. The sheen of the surface shared the same traits as the cold 
wax, but he couldn’t place why it wasn’t sharing its attributes. 

As he sat there, questioning the possibly infinite lifespan of the 
candle. One of the three souls finally spoke, “Are you death?” 

For once, he was not startled, the many thoughts of the candle 
distracted him enough to prevent his fear response. He realized it was the 
little girl across from him that spoke, whom he felt no need to be afraid of. 
The question she asked though, he couldn’t figure out if it was a question 
with no underlying meaning or was it some sort of riddle. 

The little girl gave him no time to even think of a response. Her 
arms still covered her face, but with her right hand closest to the candle, she 


raised a finger pointing, “Extinguish the flame.” 

Ian felt tempted, even obligated to oblige the girl’s request. Even the 
fear of returning to complete darkness was overwritten by the insatiable 
urge to put out this flame. The words of the girl bounce between his ears. 

Extinguish. Extinguish. Extinguish. 

Even if Astuo were to try and stop him, he wasn’t sure he’d have the 
will to listen. Moving to his knees, he placed one palm on the dirt-covered 
floor, and reached over with the other, positioning his two fingers around 
the flame. 

Extinguish. Extinguish. Extinguish. 

Ian clamped his two fingers against the wick, then the burning 
sensation sent him reeling back. 

“Ow! Fuck!” His shouts echoed off the walls endlessly. It felt as if 
his eardrums had sustained some damage. But just as the room fell silent 
once more, a piercing whine began. The little girl was crying, her constant 
wails only being interrupted by breathlessness. He could tell the girl was in 
more pain than him. But if ceasing the flame was the only way to help, he 
wasn’t sure what he could do. 

Her screams became painful to listen to, both physically and 
emotionally. Stepping over to the girl, he placed his hand on her arm. There 
was so much agony consuming the people around him recently, and for 
once, he just wanted to do something that would help. 

“Hey... are you okay? Is there some way I can help?” The girl’s sobs 
slowly began to soften. Lifting her arm, she wiped stringy snot from her 
nose, eventually cleaning it off with her shirt. The girl’s head tilted up and 
red eyes finally met him. 

“I’m tired,” she said, as below her eyes drooped dark bags, sagging 
as though this girl hadn’t slept in months. From the bottoms of her cheeks, 
tears still fell and crashed on the ground. 

“If I can help you, I will.” Ian didn’t know why she hadn’t slept, or 
how he could help her do so, but he knew he wanted to try. 

He was waiting for the girl to give him a solution to her insomnia. 
The girl, with a new bright hopeful smile, looked up, and said, “Thank 


99 


you. 


Ian awoke. The blue sky and bleachers were within his sight once 
more. However, the sounds of the park were not the peacefulness they were 
when he’d left. Gunshots were going off to his immediate left, there were 
partials of words being said between wheezes, and there was the sound of 
gurgling, right in front of him. 

Looking over to the deafening sound of exploding metal, he saw 
Reity, blasting her pistol, using the overturned bleachers as cover between 
reloads. Mustering the strength, he swayed his head to the opposite side. 
Off in the distance, there was his sister, beaten and bloody on the ground, 
muttering to herself those indiscernible words. 

Finally, he found himself awake enough to prop himself up. But as 
he did, the voice of Reity, shouted. “Ian! Don’t look!” 

Her words of warning were not enough to sway the boy. Ian looked 
down and saw a pile of bones, flesh, and blood, on the other side of the 
chain link fence that lined the playing field. The only recognizable part of 
the body this mess belonged to, was the partially crushed head of the white- 
haired emerald green-eyed girl. The bottom of her jaw was missing and her 
tongue flopped around in the red pool. 

Past Diana’s remains, was the dark silhouette of a person standing 
behind a red inferno wall. The bullets whizzed beside him, in the direction 
of the barely recognizable Hanna, and melted upon meeting the fiery wall. 

Extinguish. 

That word came back into the forefront of his mind. There was a 
wall resembling that of a fire ahead of him, but how was he supposed to 
extinguish something that was at the melting point of metal? 

Are you death? 

A few more of the little girl’s words loomed over him, and that was 
when it hit him. The boy jumped to his feet and ran around the fence to the 
dismembered Diana. Kneeling, her blood painted his knees. He snapped off 
a piece of her rib and hoped that she’d understand. Ian turned to the wall of 
flame and took step after step, approaching the witch. 

Gaining ground, he saw her more clearly. Her blonde hair was 
outside of its usual battle braid, each strand now loose and flying wildly 
within the inferno. The fire was ravenous, but it seemed Hanna remained 
unscathed. The same can not be said for the circles of burnt grass scattered 
around the field. Citrus must have approached for a physical attack but was 


thwarted and decommissioned. Luckily she’d been studying the occult. 
Without some sort of magic-related reason, she most likely wouldn’t be 
alive. 

But now, it was Ian’s turn. The witch was without physical injury, 
that much remained certain. However, she was letting out a curdling scream 
as if she was in agony. Ian inched ever closer, the wall of fire now raising 
his body temperature. Knowing he had to get close to Hanna, there was one 
thing he could try before all-out sprinting towards her. But he’d have to 
abort the one person who’d been with him through this ordeal. 

“Ag” 

“Not happening.” She burst out, refusing to even let him get the 
request out. “We’ve created this bond. Strengthened it. I intend to keep it.” 

Ian knew. He could feel the answer before he even contemplated it. 
The fact was that he had no choice but to ride or die with this familiar living 
rent-free in his head. Chuckling, he spat out the alternative question he 
knew he’d have to queue up. “Anything you can do to protect us?” 

“Our power is far from cool.” 

Remembering that she said something along those lines before, he 
was curious. “What is our power?” 

“That feeling; the lustful one you had on the beach for a split second 
before brushing it off. That’s the purpose I was summoned for, though it 
seems it was meant to be someone else for the opposite reason.” 

“Ah,” he sighed, scratching his head. “Well, I’m glad it was you, 
Astuo.” 

Elation filled his heart as though he’d just given a compliment and 
received one simultaneously. But there was no more time for banter. He 
knew it was now or never. 

“Hanna... I want to help you!” He shouted over the embers crackling 
in his face. “I don’t know why you cursed Diana, but I can help show you 
the results!” 

The screaming stopped for a moment. Her entire figure blacked out 
as she gazed at him. He remembered her having hazel red eyes, but now it 
was as if the sclera, the pupil, and the iris were all bright red. She may have 
held the figure of a human, but she resembled more of a monster now. After 
a dull moment without movement, the flames seemed to have lost full 
strength but still resembled that of a calm bonfire on a windless night. 


This is the only chance I'll get. 

Ian threw one leg forward and jumped through the flame. In an 
instant, his clothes burned and shredded into soot. The sweat on his skin 
instantly evaporated. A pressure swelled on his chest as if an elephant had 
sat on his ribs, ripping the air from his lungs. Blisters formed on his face 
and he watched as they swelled on his hands, and arms, before bursting 
mere moments later. The pain was close to unbearable, but he thought not 
of the pain. Instead, he forced that invasive urge brought on by the word to 
consume his entire mind until it was fulfilled. 

Extinguish. 

Even the cool breeze hurt as his arms stretched out past the flames. 
Though he was driven, the strength left his legs, his knees now in motion to 
meet the ground. But as they collided with the dirt, he extended his reach 
one final time, plunging the bone he’d been gripping. 

Then it was over. His knees, torso, chest, and face collided with the 
ground, everything in immeasurable pain. However, there was only one part 
not following the rest. It was his hands. They remained extended, not 
touching the ground. 

Ian was shaking as his charred face scraped the ground attempting to 
lay flat. With his right eye, he looked up at his hands which were seemingly 
stuck gripping the ivory object. But it was no longer white, instead a thick 
red substance from the woman’s thigh was staining its surface as it dripped 
down in front of him. He’d done it: the last objective he knew he’d had to 
complete to help ease a bit of pain for everyone. 

He’d pierced Hanna, the witch who’d harnessed limitless life, with a 
bone from death. 


THIRTY-TWO 


Ian lay flat on his back, the cool air blowing across his healed skin. The 
grass swayed to and fro with the wind, the blades tickling his arms and legs. 
He let out a chuckle. It was a beautiful day out and nothing sounded better 
than embracing it with an extended session of relaxation. Peeling his eyes 
open, the boy looked up at the blue sky sprinkled with puffy clouds. 
Folding his hands atop his chest, he let out a sigh as the feeling of relief 
washed over him. 

But something other than the blues and white was caught in his 
view. It was the familiar strands of blonde hair, waving just above his head. 
He knew who it was, there was no one else it could be. But after witnessing 
this beautiful day in the making, he held no anger towards the woman 
accompanying him on this journey. 

“Why don’t you lay down and stay awhile? It’s not like we got 
anywhere else to be.” Ian invited her to join him, not as a friend, but as a 
fellow clueless traveling companion. Plus, he couldn’t help but feel she was 
blocking a bit of the breeze. But the woman held her seat, maintaining her 
shield of whatever additional luxurious he could be indulging himself in. 

Finally deciding to reaffiliate himself with the image of the woman, 
he peeked up at her. Sure enough, it was Haxa Lundin, the was and always 
will be beautiful witch, afterlife or not. Some people may have said that that 
scar below her lip was a blemish to an otherwise perfect face, but he was 
fond of it. Under the shade of her sunhat sat the red hazel eyes, back from 
their monstrous transformation. However, even with this newfound sense of 
happiness from becoming stress-free, no longer burdened by the weight of 
life, Hanna wasn’t smiling. 

Ian closed his eyes once more before asking, “What’re you staring 
at?” 

“The thing I’d been fighting for my whole life.” 

With that reply, anyone who didn’t find themselves curious about 
what a witch could have been seeking for their entire life was just lying to 
themselves. Ian decided to sit up. As he looked over the land, it almost 


seemed unimaginable. From the top of the hill, he was met with the sight of 
rolling green mounds, a waterfall leading down to calm rivers, and a small 
cottage on a fellow ground hump in the distance. Though he couldn’t make 
out any details, he could see there was a woman and a little girl through the 
window of the building. 

“Is that—” 

“My mom and sister? Yeah.” 

“Aren’t you happy to see them again? I figured you would’ ve left 
me here to my devices.” He couldn’t think of any reason why she wouldn’t 
have. If his parents or even his dog had shown up, he would’ ve left her 
alone without a second thought. Matter of fact, he was already waiting for 
that very moment. Only then would he finally be fully disconnected from 
all the craziness these last couple of days brought him. 

“I figured I owed you a few things before I left you. Besides, I know 
you’re probably ready to get rid of me. But after what you’ve done for me, 
my change of heart wouldn’t allow me to walk away.” 

“Owe me? We’re both getting what we wanted. I’d call us square.” 
Speaking honestly, all his problems were now left on the mortal coil. Even 
though he was leaving everyone behind, he mostly felt like a burden 
anyway, so he figured it would be a favor to them as well. Reity was ready 
to kill him after their first conversation, and Citrus had broken down into 
pieces and had become a shell of her former self all because of him. Then 
there was Diana. Even though they were starting to build something 
together, she’d find another guy now that her life would be back to normal. 

“I don’t think you understand just how tired I was.” And there it 
was, the detail he’d figured out, but was unknowingly waiting for 
confirmation. Looking away from the beautiful scenery, he glanced back at 
the person beside him. Only now, a familiar small girl was sitting between 
the two of them. Her blonde hair and red eyes matched those of his 
memories, but one detail was missing. Those wrinkly black bags, those of 
which drooped down her cheeks, were absent. 

As he sat there smiling to himself knowing he kept his promise to 
the little girl, Haxa continued. “I'd been alive for so long. My mind was 
never resting. The pain plaguing my overdue body was never-ending. I 
guess I just never knew how to give up.” 

“Give up on what?” 


“Bringing my family back. That’s the only reason I kept myself 
alive for so long. The only reason I experimented on all those people, 
including Diana.” 

Ian wasn’t expecting to get any other answer than the one he’d 
already received on the park bleachers. Surprisingly enough, that was the 
only answer he required to justify his actions up till that point. He still 
wouldn’t change the way anything had gone down, but in that instant, her 
reasoning seemed a bit more logical. 

“Well, it wasn’t the way I would’ve solved the issue, but we’re here 
now and you got what you wanted so all’s well that ends well.” The boy 
cuffed his hands behind his head and relaxed amongst the blades once 
more, looking up at the sky once more. 

“You know,” Hanna continued. I meant what I said on the pier. I do 
like you. You may not see it, but I saw drive in you from the moment we 
met. You don’t know how to harness it yet, but I mean, look at what you 
accomplished today.” 

“It’s a little late for that, isn’t it?” He remembered what she was 
talking about, and even though he was still happy someone had eventually 
confessed their feelings to him before his demise, he couldn’t help but feel a 
bit of anger at her for confirming those feelings weren’t a lie while she was 
scheming behind the scenes. 

“I suppose it is,” she said with a numb tone. 

He stole a glance at her for a single moment, just to see if she was 
leaving after his harsh reply. But no, to his surprise, she was joining him in 
his piece of bliss watching the clouds float by. 

“You know, this sky is exactly how I remember it,” Hanna said, 
smiling. “I believe it was that one day I played hooky during the summer. 
My sister was so mad at me that I could skip studying and still beat her in 
everything.” 

“Sisters can be like that,” he chuckled, closing his eyes to envision 
her memory as best he could with the details she’d given him about her 
serene life in Sweden. Suddenly, his eyes flew back open, “Wait... what? 
This is a memory?” 

“Well duh, you don’t think the afterlife would be an exact replica of 
my childhood, do you?” 

“Wait so...” 


“Goodbye Ian, I enjoyed my time with you.” 

One moment, he watched as Hanna smiled down at him, the next, he 
was looking at a pink sky with the tearful faces of Diana, Citrus, and Reity 
hovering above him. 

“Tan?! Thank God!” Diana slammed her head down on his chest 
awkwardly trying to wrap her arms around him. Surprisingly, her embrace 
didn’t cause him pain, neither did the salty tears falling on his body, nor the 
evening wind blowing against him. 

“What happened?” He said, mustering whatever breath he could as 
she pressed down on the bones protecting his lungs. 

“We don’t know. There was a yellow haze around you and Hanna, 
and then it disappeared and you woke up.” 

“So...” he wasn’t sure if he should feel scared or not. “Is Hanna 
still...” 

But Reity shook her head to his inquiry, “Her pulse stopped right 
before you woke up.” 

Sadness brushed over him for a moment, but remembering their last 
moments together, he knew it was probably better this way. “Well, I guess 
you’re still stuck with me a bit longer, Astuo,” he chuckled for a moment, 
poking fun at the girl and her possible desire to finally be free of being 
locked in his noggin. But there was no reply. 


THIRTY-THREE 


The weather matched his ideal day; cloudy skies and a slight chill in the air 
to bring in the autumn season next week. And to close out this summer of 
occult summonings and out-of-season witches, was the charity marathon. 
The marathon helped bring awareness and donations for children who 
excelled in particular fields of research but couldn’t afford to hone in on 
their specialties. His sister, Citrus, was not only a runner but was the top 
financial supporter. She even sought out kids who excelled in writing and 
would edit their stories for them, in some cases even representing them for 
publication. 

Even though the race started at the wilderness center in Cuyahoga 
Heights, the planned course went under that same familiar highway bridge 
he’d helped his sister train at weeks before. The shadow of the bridge was 
nice. That was the main reason he chose the spot, even if the honking above 
was more frequent than usual. That, and it was the midway point between 
the starting line and the finish, meaning less of a crowd. That was his 
intention anyway, but there were a few people scattered about the vicinity. 
There were some preparing cool wet towels, others preparing water bottles, 
and even some waiting patiently to hold up their, Halfway There!, poster 
boards. 

But not Ian, he sat quietly in the grass, waiting to clap and even 
throw in a cheer or two for his sister as she passed. Of course, if Diana 
wasn’t running so late, he’d be chatting her up while the two of them 
waited. But after dropping her off at the sandwich shop up the hill an hour 
ago, he figured he’d see her by now. It wasn’t as though it was his choice to 
leave her there, she insisted on him saving them a spot along the track, 
insuring him that she’d rather walk. 

“If that’s her prerogative, who am I to judge?” Even though he was 
alone, both physically and mentally, he spoke aloud. The bad habit he’d 
picked up over the summer was hard to kick. 

“Is that boy talking to himself?” Looking up, he spotted two women 
approaching from down the path. They both looked like the kind of people 


who’d rudely tell off their waiter, for not putting a lemon slice in their 
water. They carried a folding chair in one arm and their purse and an 
umbrella bag slung over their other. But Ian continued without letting their 
comment bother him, knowing he was better off not contracting their 
attitude. 

But as they began to set their things down, they caught his attention 
once more. “Ya, the world is just full of weirdos today.” 

“I know, right?” One of them chuckled, flopping down on their 
chair. “The only reason Larry and the kids were late for sign-ins was a 
dumb girl walking along the bridge causing a commotion. Selfish little 
wench. If she wasn’t on the fence, I would’ve run her over just to alleviate 
the traffic.” 


o¢¢¢ 


Jan’s vision wasn’t impaired by any means, but he must’ve blacked 
out for a moment because he didn’t remember how he’d gotten back in the 
car. Somehow, he even managed to find himself merged onto the freeway 
with no recollection of the event. The rapid thumping in his chest was the 
only thing helping him maintain his clarity. Fortunately, the traffic wasn’t as 
bad as the two arrogant pricks were making it out to be and before he knew 
it, he had his sights on the bridge. Sure enough, there sat a girl with blue 
jean shorts and a t-shirt that matched the color of her hair. 

Pushing the button for the hazards, he pulled into the shoulder lane, 
parking the car. Ian jumped out, quietly shut the door, and walked over to 
the fence. As he approached, the green-eyed girl locked eyes with him, only 
for her cheeks to be abruptly showered. 

“Hey, it’s okay. You’re okay. Just come down and we’ll go get those 
sandwiches together.” He knew the comment about the sandwiches 
probably wasn’t helping, but that was the most immediate thing on his mind 
to try and calm Diana down, but it was no use. Without saying a word, the 
girl flipped herself over. Wrapping her fingers within the diamond shapes of 
the chain link fence. She was now dangling over the massive drop to the 
valley below. 

Ian held his distance, not wanting to provoke the girl, but slowly 
shuffled over to the fence. Looking down over the stone barrier the fence 


was attached to, he confirmed his fear that what was lurking directly below 
her was the asphalt path that was being used for the marathon. 

“Diana, I know you’re upset—” 

“Upset? Unlike you, I’m not upset that the thing possessing me is 
gone because he’s still here! And you won’t even tell me how you got rid of 
yours!” Pure anger was radiating from her words. He knew there was 
sorrow and disappointment hidden somewhere inside, but her furrowed 
brow and muscle-stricken jaw didn’t do her raspy throat tearing shout 
justice. 

“Like I said, I don’t know how I got rid of her. I just—” 

“Woke up and she was gone! You’re a broken record! Citrus gets to 
go back to her normal life. Reity gets a promotion. And you get your body 
back... And what do I get?! FUCKING NOTHING!” 

Ian truly felt bad, but no matter how much he’d expressed it over the 
past couple of weeks, she seemed to believe him less and less with each 
passing day. Citrus was continuing her research but still hadn’t made a 
breakthrough in reversing Rycklid’s grip on Diana. Reity being the new 
lead on the case, was able to close things quietly, clearing Diana of all 
suspicion. Ian even made sure he was there next to her every night holding 
her hand while she took the cyanide. But there was a glaring oversight in 
his fantasy of their future together. 

There had to be a breaking point. 

“Just leave me here! After I jump, you’ll never have to put up with 
me again.” 

Hearing her confess that he still had some time before she jumped, 
he felt it was okay to finally approach her. Walking over to where her 
fingers were poking through, he pushed his through the fence and placed 
them atop hers. He made sure their pupils were aligned, staring past each 
other’s eyes, instead locking hearts. “Diana... If that’s what you truly desire, 
then I’Il be here for you.” 

Placing a foot on the barrier peak, he reached up and latched onto 
the triangle tops of the metal fence. Pulling himself higher, he painfully 
committed his chest against the top, the silver tips stabbing against his skin. 
His legs were kicking in the air in an attempt to balance as he held his arm 
out to her. 


“But, even if you change your mind and climb back over the fence, 
I'll be here for that too. Through every memory together, no matter how 
many deaths, I’ll be here right by your side through it all. But if they see 
what you can do, and they take you away, I won’t be able to go with you. 
So... whenever the pain gets to be too much, when controlling the stress 
seems infeasible and you can’t take anymore. I'll be there, right next to you, 
to help you every second I’m able.” 

Diana looked up at the black-haired boy, voiceless. She seemed 
taken aback. Her face froze with awestruck, with a hint of regret showing 
through. Ian felt she wanted to say sorry, but all her strength was focused on 
keeping her grip. Thankfully she was still able to lift a small smile. Letting 
go one hand from the fence, she reached up for him, grabbed on, and started 
hoisting herself up. After she assumed the same chest position as his, he 
threw his hand down one last time to pull up on her shorts, giving her the 
last little boost over. 

Ian slid his fingers under the seam of the shorts leg and tried to pull 
up, but as he did, Diana slipped. Regaining her foothold, she looked over at 
the boy to thank him for the quick save, but he was no longer beside her on 
the fence. Diana looked down the fence line and saw that below her was the 
falling figure of Ian Derrik Debole, the boy who’d saved her. 


THIRTY-FOUR 


The girl hid her face behind the novel as she sat in one of the many library 
recliners. There were several floors, with several different seats and tables 
for visitors of the establishment to make use of. Sure, the carpet wasn’t the 
cleanest, and the computers were a bit on the slower side, but it was still a 
great place for many people far and wide to spend their time. And if they 
stopped at the front desk to sign up for a library card, even the suspicious 
woman peering at workers like a creep could find a book she fancied so 
much a finally take it home with her. But no, instead she was on this exact 
floor, in that exact cheer staring at the exact row of bookshelves that he was 
told by his boss to reorganize. 

“Boy, oh boy! Does she have the hots for you or what? Our lovely 
bachelor, please ask your question!” 

“Yeah, would you kindly shut up? I’m trying to work here, and I 
don’t need both of you up my ass.” 

“Sorry contestant number one! That is the,” a buzzard sound 
reminiscent of a talent show judge rejecting a performer, sounded off in 
Ian’s head, “the wrong answer! You are the fault in the nexus! Goodbye!” 

Ian felt a bit of relief. Typically, when Rycklid ended his sentence 
with any semblance of a farewell, whether on topic or not, it usually meant 
he’d quiet down for a while. But that just left the girl with the newly grown 
long white-haired girl, pretending to read. The only sense of peace he found 
was the first hour of his shift every morning when Diana would still be 
sleeping. Living together at his sister’s house was a blessing some days, but 
a curse within itself others. 

Ever since he’d inherited Rycklid, there wasn’t a moment, other 
than when Diana was unconscious in bed, that she wasn’t finding time to 
apologize. He convinced himself further every day that he desired to get 
away from the house that was the reason behind him getting this job. 
Initially, it was Citrus telling him that he should study every book at the 
library until he found his drive to write. But now, he felt a better reason was 
finding a way to get this annoying cretin out of his head. His sister didn’t 


seem too concerned since she no longer had to worry about Ian’s health and 
safety. 

Just because I can never die, doesnt mean I’m healthy and safe. 

He was still in shock from waking up floating in the canal next to 
the race path after falling from the bridge. After a bit of research, they 
found out one of the requirements for transferring was pure chance. At least 
with this particular summon to another vessel, it called for preventing Diana 
from committing suicide, then committing it himself. 

Pure chance. 

He couldn’t shake the feeling that if Astuo was around, they would 
have figured something out before Diana even attempted to get caught that 
day. But if the same transferring method rained true for her as well, he had 
no other option than to think in one last spur of actual love, that Hanna 
might have taken Astuo with her before she died. No matter if that was the 
actual answer for her disappearance or not, one thing was for certain. Ian 
missed his former companion dearly. 

“Do not fret! I, Rycklid the Magnificent, will perform a magic trick 
right before your very eyes!” 

Ian didn’t know if he was tired of the tone of Rycklid’s voice, or by 
the sole fact that he just never stayed quiet. The entity was equivalent to a 
child who did nothing but cry for constant attention. Humoring the being a 
couple of times was the worst decision Ian had made, as now Rycklid was 
more ceaseless than ever. 

“Watch, as Rycklid the Magnificent takes the energy from the air 
and sends signals through space and time to attract the fair maiden, 
Ms.Barlowe, up on stage!” 

“What are you—” 

“Hi, Ian.” 

Eep! 

The boy let out a yelp, falling back into the metal cart of books he 
was organizing, sending a few stacks falling to the floor. Looking over at 
the woman who surprised him, she was wearing his black zip-up hoodie and 
blue skin-tight jeans. Her emerald green eyes looked at him through the 
reading glasses that Citrus and he had gotten her for Christmas. The black 
frames of which hid behind her long white bangs. She’d had them trimmed 


recently, but her beautician was shocked that the girl’s hair had grown down 
to her butt, in only a few months. 

“Dammit, Diana!” He made sure to whisper as it wasn’t his first 
time being reprimanded for causing a commotion. 

“Oh gosh! I am so sorry, Ian!” 

“Shh! What have I told you about being too loud!” Scratching his 
head, wondered when these girls were going to kill him. He figured it 
would have happened by now. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be soon enough to 
save him from work. He got down on his knees. “It’s okay, just help me 
pick these up.” 

Diana not only helped him clean up but continued to assist him in 
organizing the books. After they’d finished, Ian looked up at the clock, 
sighing that he still had a few more hours left. 

“Hey, Ian...” Diana said, looking down at her fidgeting hands. 
“What time do you get off?” 

“You know what time I get off... you’re here with me every day. 
Why?” 

Her smile shined as if she were thinking about their future, “I was 
gonna ask you out for some coffee.” 


AFTERWORD 


The first book that’s ever hooked me enough to finish of my own volition, 
cover to cover, is Kizumonogatari (Wound Tale), by Nisio Isin. I was never 
a reader growing up. My family and their church affiliation always placed 
bible verses in front of me, which as a kid, felt dreadfully boring when 
things like Harry Potter and Crash Bandicoot awaited me back home. 

Then there was the time my Grandmother bought me a copy of Tom 
Clancy’s End War. Surprisingly, I had requested it due to Clancy’s name 
being plastered all over some eye-catching video games. Regretfully to this 
day, I don’t believe I’ve made it past the first page. 

Many years passed and suddenly, the cards of inevitability started to 
fall. It was video games, specifically an online friend, that got me into 
Japanese anime. Now, the stories told through most movies and television 
series can be original, but a lot are adapted from their respective source 
material. It was one of these adapted works, Bakemonogatari (Monster 
Tale) that I grew attached to one legendary character in particular, Kiss- 
Shot Acerola-Orion Heart-Under-Blade. 

Ask anyone familiar with the televised series of monogatari, and 
they’d tell you that the third book in the series—but the first book in the 
timeline—was one of the last entries to be adapted into a motion picture. 
But at the time that I was a huge fan, there was no adaptation of 
Kizumonogatari. So when I heard a publishing company had picked up the 
series for English translation, and they’d be starting with Kizu, I knew I had 
to break my self imposed taboo I'd established around reading. 

Now, I was never one to plan. I also was never able to afford 
subscription services such as Amazon Prime, which put me in quite a 
predicament the day before the novel’s release. In a last-ditch effort, I 
scoured the internet for a local bookstore and found a nice employee if they 
were able to have it available for pickup the next day. To my surprise, she 
said they could with no extra charge. The next day came, and her claim 
turned out to be on the money. However, after I’d checked out and was 
heading for the door, I heard the helpful employee being reprimanded for 


using overnight shipping. I didn’t say anything at the time, but I’ve thought 
about it ever since. 

So if by some chance the person I got in trouble happens to be 
reading this, I’m very sorry for getting you in trouble and the guilt haunts 
me to this very day. 

Anyway, I went home, cracked open the book and if I remember 
correctly, I finished it within a twenty-four-hour period. The first book I 
ever read from start to finish, and I loved every minute of it. 

What does any of that have to do with this? Well, the monogatari 
series, specifically Kizumonogatari, is responsible for the love I have for 
reading and is the soul inspiration for this novel that you’re holding. So 
thank you to Nision Isin, thank you to the nice woman at the bookstore, and 
most of all, thank you Stitch, my beagle who passed away from kidney 
failure while I was writing this novel. I miss you, buddy. 


Thank you for reading this story of mine. 
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